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PROLOGUE

 

 

Ava Martell was afraid to say it out loud.

She worried that if she actually spoke the words to someone else, it would make them real in a way that, up until now, they hadn’t been. But that was the whole reason she was here in this Brentwood café, sitting across from a lawyer. If she didn’t come clean, what was the point of being here?

“I can see that you’re nervous,” Nina said to her gently, “but remember, if you retain me, anything you say is privileged.”

Nina Kirby wasn’t just a lawyer, she was also a neighbor. And over the last few months, she’d become a friend too.

“You won’t even tell Rhett?” Ava asked, referring to Nina’s husband.

“Well, we are law partners,” Nina reminded her, “so typically I would share what I learn with him so that we can better prepare for whatever assistance you might need. But remember, he’d be bound by the same attorney-client privilege as me, so anything you say will stay in the vault, metaphorically speaking.”

Ava nodded reluctantly. As difficult as this was, she just needed to rip off the bandage and do it. She’d already waited too long.

“I’m worried that Harrison might be into something shady,” she finally whispered, quickly and quietly, before taking a quick sip of her dandelion-infused herbal tea.

“Can you be a little more specific?” Nina asked, brushing her shortish, blond hair out of her eyes.

Even though they were in a casual café primarily populated by aspiring screenwriters and lunching, stay-at-home moms, Nina was dressed crisply in business attire, with an understated blouse, blazer and skirt. Ava, who had just finished a workout session at the gym with her personal trainer, was in her Lululemon leggings and a tank, her brown hair pull back in a ponytail.

“Over the last six months, we’ve been hemorrhaging money,” Ava told her, looking down at the table instead of making eye contact. “I don’t typically pay super close attention to the books, but I went onto our bank’s website last week to make sure a wire transfer had been processed and that’s when I noticed.”

“Noticed what?” Nina asked.

“That my husband has been drawing at least a thousand dollars out in cash every week since mid-May, sometimes more. All told, it’s been over $34,000. Obviously, that’s a drop in the bucket for us,” Ava said.

“Obviously,’ Nina agreed.

“But it’s the pattern that worries me,” she said. “I’m worried about where it’s going and just as concerning, if it might escalate.”

“Have you talked to him about it?” Nina asked.

Ava shook her head.

“Part of me is worried that he might lie,” she conceded. “But another part is worried that he’ll tell me the truth, and that I won’t be able to handle it.”

“Let me ask you this,” Nina broached delicately, “has he seemed distant lately?”

“I know where you’re headed,” Ava said. “At first I thought he had a mistress. I looked at all our credit card statements for unusual charges, like to hotels or for gifts that he might have bought but not for me. I started calling in to his assistant to see if he was out of the office a lot. I would show up there unexpectedly. I even secretly followed him around town a few times, which is just so embarrassing.”

“And what did you find?” Nina asked.

“Nothing!” Ava said. “That’s why I’m so freaked out. If it’s not an affair, then why would he pull this money and not tell me? Is he on drugs? Has he been gambling and gotten in over his head with a bookie? Is he paying off someone to look the other way on something questionable at work?”

“What does Harrison do for a living again?”

“He’s a senior executive with a large hotel chain,” Ava said. “He does really well but as you know, my parents created and starred in the sitcom, Bundle of Trouble. The bulk of our estate comes from the residuals they get from having a top ten TV show for half a decade. I know I’m probably jumping to conclusions, but I have to be careful. I can’t be the reason the family fortune is bled dry.”

The server came over and they went silent.

“Can I get you ladies anything else?” he asked.

“I think we’re good, right?” Ava said.

“Yes, here you go.” Nina told him, handing over a credit card.

“Oh, let me get that,” Ava offered.

“Absolutely not,” Nina said, waving her off, “Besides, this is a work meal for me so I can deduct part of it.”

“Thanks so much,” Ava replied.

“Of course,” Nina said, pulling out a sheet of paper. “Now let’s get down to the nitty-gritty. Here’s a retention agreement. Look it over and, if you’re comfortable, sign it. Then we’ll get started.”

“What exactly would ‘getting started’ entail?” Ava asked as she took the document.

“The first thing we’ll do is probably hire a private investigator to look into Harrison more closely,” Nina explained. “I know a few really good ones. It’s one thing for you to follow him around town, but a professional will know what to look for and won’t be at risk of getting recognized like you would. We might also look into hiring a forensic accountant to go through your books and uncover patterns you might have missed. After that, we should have a better picture of what’s up. Then we can decided how to proceed. Sound good?”

“Yes,” Ava said as she scanned the document.

A moment later, the server returned with an embarrassed look on his face.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Kirby, but your card was declined,” he told her.

Nini looked stunned.

“There must be some problem on their end,” she said. “Did you run it more than once?”

“I did,” he said, before leaning over and whispering, “they actually told me to destroy the card but that seemed excessive. Do you perhaps have another one I can use?”

“I can cover it while you work out the confusion,” Ava offered, hoping that might help dissipate the beet red color on Nina’s face.

“No, no,” Nina replied, shaking her head. “You look over the papers. Just give me a minute. I’m actually going to go call the credit card company. I’m a little concerned that someone might have gotten access to my card number and gone on a spending spree. I’ll be right back.”

She got up and scurried off. It was the first time Ava had ever seen Nina look frazzled. Normally, she was so calm and collected. It was her preternatural confidence that had made Ava first consider her for the job. Even though she knew it was unfair, she wondered if she was making a mistake. If Nina could be thrown off this much by a credit card hiccup, how would she handle a setback in court?

If she could find a way to do it diplomatically, maybe she’d tell Nina that she was having second thoughts. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Jessie Hunt feared that she might fall asleep right here in her chair.

She was supposed to be focused on her breathing, doing a five-minute meditation to clear her head. But she hadn’t slept well last night and worried that if she kept at it, the first part of her session with Dr. Lemmon would just turn into a nap.

“This isn’t working,” she admitted, opening her eyes. “It’s a great idea, but I can’t relax with you sitting there staring at me.”

“First of all,” began Janice Lemmon, Jessie’s long-time psychiatrist and friend, “I wasn’t looking at you at all. I was writing down items for my shopping trip after we’re done here. I’m low on avocados and dill pickle spears. And second, that’s a cop-out. How are you supposed to reduce stress in your life if you don't take even my most basic suggestions? I swear, you’re starting to stress me out!”

“Is this proper doctor-patient interaction?” Jessie teased lightly. “Aren’t you supposed to be infinitely patient and supportive? I feel attacked.”

“Now you’re trying to deflect,” Lemmon said, her tight, little gray ringlets of hair bouncing relentlessly. “I know all your tricks, Jessie Hunt.”

It was true. Dr. Janice Lemmon might be mostly retired as she neared seventy years old, but in addition to having treated Jessie for over a decade, she was also a former, highly celebrated LAPD and FBI criminal profiler. Despite her diminutive frame and thick glasses, she was still sharp as a tack. It was hard to get anything past her.

"Okay," Jessie replied, giving in. "So let’s just set aside all the relaxation exercises and you can simply ask me what you want to know straight out. After all, directness has always been one of your greatest gifts, Doc.”

“Flattery is a blunt tool, Jessie,” Lemmon said, “but I’m fine being direct. Why don’t you tell me how you’re feeling physically since our session last week. How long has it been now since the car ‘incident,’ two months?”

“By ‘incident,’ I assume you mean when I had to jump out of a speeding Lamborghini to escape a serial killer who was trying to abduct me, and subsequently rolled on the asphalt road for about fifty feet?”

“That is what I was referencing,” Lemmon confirmed.

“Well, that happened in late September, and the doctors told me I probably wouldn’t feel right until December, but I think I'm ahead of schedule. After all, Thanksgiving is later this week, and I'm walking and talking normally. I’m even going into the station tomorrow to meet with Gaylene Parker about starting up with Homicide Special Section again.”

Homicide Special Section, or HSS, was a unit of the LAPD that investigated cases with high profiles or intense media scrutiny—typically involving multiple victims or serial killers. It was also where Jessie worked as a criminal profiler, or at least used to. She was still technically out on medical leave.

“That’s interesting and we can get to it in a moment,” Lemmon said, “but I want to come back to how you’re doing physically. What about the skin grafts? And the headaches?”

“The skin grafts have gone well,” Jessie said. “The one I had two weeks ago seems to have taken and they told me that unless there’s a hiccup, that will be the last one. More good news—most of the scars can be hidden by clothing.”

“Well,” Lemmon said, “this shouldn’t matter, but if the grafts make you self-conscious, I can assure you that you still present as an Amazonian warrior woman. Almost no one cares about your scars. All they see is a young woman pushing six feet tall with an athletic body, bright green eyes, and lustrous brown hair.  Know that this Hobbit-sized senior citizen with coke-bottle glasses and challenging curls would still change places with you—at least physically—despite everything.”

“Thanks, I guess,” Jessie said uncertainly. It was one of the odder compliments she’d ever gotten.

“You’re welcome,” Lemmon said, seemingly tickled that she’d managed to make Jessie slightly uncomfortable, “And your head? How’s that doing?”

Lemmon was referring to the ongoing concussion symptoms Jessie had been dealing with since the spring, when an obsessed killer named Andrea Robinson had kidnapped her on her wedding night and held her captive in an abandoned mine shaft, which she eventually blew up with both of them in it. Jessie survived, but the lingering effects of the explosion, plus several additional blows to the head in ensuing months, including in the car crash, ultimately required emergency surgery to reduce the swelling in her brain.

“No changes since we talked last. “Jessie updated. “I saw the neurosurgeon last week and had another MRI. She didn’t find any new issues since having to do the procedure just after the car incident. I still have intermittent headaches pop up out of nowhere, but they feel almost normal compared to what I was dealing with a few months ago.”

“What about the dizziness and confusion?”

“Those have largely subsided as well,” Jessie assured her. “I think I’ve had two mild moments of dizziness in the last month and haven’t gotten confused once.”

“But the doctor is still concerned about a recurrence?” Lemmon pressed.

“It’s the same concern she always has,” Jessie answered. “If I have another concussion, the whole issue could blow up again. That’s why she wasn’t excited about me meeting with Captain Parker about returning soon, even though I promised not to put myself at risk. She’d much rather I stick with my other gig.”

“You mean lecturing at UCLA?”

“Right, I’m still teaching the weekly seminar in criminal profiling,” Jessie said. “So far, so good. And I guess we’ll see how the HSS meeting goes tomorrow.”

“How does Ryan feel about that meeting?” Lemmon wanted to know, “and the possibility of your returning to the LAPD?”

Ryan was Ryan Hernandez, Jessie’s husband, who also happened to be her partner at HSS, and was for a time her boss too, before he resigned as captain of Central Station, where HSS was based.

“Hasn’t he told you himself?” Jessie wondered, referencing the counseling sessions that Ryan also had with the psychiatrist.

“I can’t discuss what he says to me with you, just like I don’t tell him what you say,” Lemmon reminded her. “But we can talk about conversations you two have outside of this office. Besides, since you stopped having joint couples’ counseling sessions with me, I have to get the juicy bits from you individually.”

“Again,” Jessie teased, “that doesn’t feel like the most professional thing for a therapist to say.”

“Now you’re just stalling,” Lemmon noted.

“Fine,” Jessie said with a sigh. “Actually, ‘stall’ is the right word to use. I feel like we’re in a holding pattern. Just like before the car accident, I know that he still has apprehensions about me returning to work, but he doesn’t want to be too vocal about them. I think he’s trying to treat me with kid gloves these days.”

“Why is that?”

“Lots of reasons,” Jessie answered. “For one thing, I think he’s still sensitive to the fact that I was almost murdered in my hospital bed by a disillusioned, deranged fan. Plus, there’s all the physical recovery stuff I’ve been dealing with. And then there’s Hannah, of course.”

Hannah Dorsey was Jessie’s much younger half-sister, who she’d only learned about two years ago after the murder of the girl’s adoptive parents, and who had lived with her until she left for college at UC Irvine two months ago.

“What about her?” Lemmon asked, an increased note of concern in her voice. “Is she okay? I haven’t spoken to her in several weeks.” 

“She’s good,” Jessie said quickly, trying to assuage the apprehensions of the psychiatrist, who had also worked with Hannah on a myriad of social and emotional issues. “Getting excellent grades seems to be adapting to dorm life well. It's me. Even though she was only in the house under my guardianship for a couple of years, there’s definitely been some empty nest syndrome since she left. The house is quieter. I miss her company, not to mention the amazing meals she’d make for us. I even miss her sarcastic quips and eye rolls.”

“But Irvine is less than an hour away,” Lemmon said. “I assume you’ve visited her.”

“Sure,” Jessie acknowledged, “but it’s not the same thing. Anyway, all of this is to say that Ryan and I are treading water, although I guess that’s a lot better than over the summer, when I felt like I couldn’t trust him, and he felt guilty all the time.”

Lemmon nodded, obviously recalling the difficult couples’ therapy sessions where they tried to work through the fact that Ryan had kept a threat against Jessie and her loved ones secret because he was skeptical of its credibility, as well to not stress her out. The threat turned out to be real, and Hannah and Jessie’s best friend, Katherine “Kat” Gentry, had almost been killed as a result. The lingering resentment she felt over his decision had only recently begun to subside.

“Have you discussed this ‘treading water’ feeling with him?”

“I have,” Jessie said. “He thinks the best option is to move forward with an optimistic perspective about what’s possible.”

“That seems reasonable,” Lemmon replied. “Why do I sense hesitation from you?”

Jessie shrugged.

“Probably because his main suggestion for moving forward is to consider having a child,” she explained. “He brought it up very casually one night recently when we were watching a movie, but I could tell he wasn’t feeling casual about it.”

“How did you respond?” Lemmon asked.

“I said we should discuss it another time, when I had more of a chance to think about it.”

“And what do you think about it now?”

“I’m not sure,” Jessie admitted. “I like the idea in theory, but in practice, I’m not so sure. After all, I’m just now physically recovering from some pretty rough stuff. I’m not sure I want to put my body through that so soon after everything that’s happened. And then there’s the other thing.”

“What thing? Lemmon asked, even though Jessie knew the doctor was aware exactly what she was refencing. She replied anyway.

“My miscarriage,” she said quietly.

Lemmon nodded supportively.

Of course, that term didn’t adequately describe what had had happened. Less than three years ago, when Jessie was married to her previous husband, Kyle Voss, she got pregnant and been very happy about it.

What she didn’t know at the time was that Kyle was a cheating, murderous sociopath who killed his mistress and tried to frame Jessie for it. But prior to that, when he had learned about the forthcoming baby, he’d secretly poisoned Jessie as means of ending the pregnancy, something she only learned later. It turned out that he didn’t consider himself the fathering type, and that was his way of handling it.

Jessie had struggled with the pain of losing the baby for months before she discovered her husband’s true nature and what he’d done. Ultimately, she’d barely survived his attempt to frame and subsequently kill her. But she wasn’t sure her feelings toward motherhood had survived the experience along with her.

“Of course,” Jessie added before the doctor could say anything, “I realize that what happened to me shouldn’t automatically preclude us from considering the idea, but I’m just not sure I’m ready. As you know better than most, I’ve got a lot going on right now.”

Lemmon smiled.

“You’ve had a lot going on for the last three years, Jessie,” she said not unkindly. “And based on what I know about you, which is more than most, that’s unlikely to change anytime soon. So, I'm not sure being busy is a good reason not to start a family. But you certainly have any number of other reasons. And we can work through all of them if you’d like to.”

The prospect of discussing what had happened to her and what it meant for her future going forward wasn’t a pleasant one. But that’s why she was here. There was no point in avoiding it, especially not in a session with her psychiatrist.

“I think I would like to,” she said, before diving in.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

When Jessie got home, dinner was waiting on the table.

“Are you making up for some misdeed?” she asked Ryan, who was leaning against the kitchen sink in a yellow apron, smiling proudly.

“I just thought you could use a quality, home-cooked meal,” he replied, “so I called up your little sister, who walked me through it over the phone for the last hour.”

Jessie walked over and planted a kiss on his lips.

“I’m sure it will be wonderful,” she said. “Thanks so much. Plus you look extra sexy in that apron.”

Ryan blushed immediately. Jessie was always amazed that someone as attractive as Detective Ryan Hernandez had the capacity for such self-deprecating aw-shucks shyness. 

After all, she’d seen many a woman swoon at his square jaw and the well-muscled frame that strained at his dress shirts, not to mention his warm brown eyes, shy grin, and adorable dimples. He could be hard as nails when taking down a suspect, but under most circumstances, he was a hot teddy bear.

“Better eat it while it’s warm,” he said, motioning to the dinner table and pointedly not responding to her “sexy” comment.

“So what have we got here?” she asked.

"It's citrus-soaked salmon with rosemary fingerling potatoes and lemon broccolini,” he said with a level of delight that was charming in its sincerity. In the description, she could almost hear Hannah’s voice telling him exactly how to describe the meal.

“Well, it looks delicious, chef,” she said, sitting down at the table.

“Any credit goes to the real chef,” he replied. “Any blame goes to me.”

“Did Hannah make you say that?” Jessie asked playfully.

“No comment,” he answered.

“How is she, by the way?” Jessie asked before taking a bite.

“Amazingly, she said she was a little bored,” Ryan told her, shaking his head in disbelief. “She told me the required freshman classes were too easy. I thought she’d try to get me off the phone quickly, but she seemed excited to focus on the dinner prep. As far as the academics went, I told her to get back to me about whether those classes were still such a breeze after her first set of finals. She also asked how you were doing. I said I’d have you call yourself with an update. How are you doing, by the way?”

“Pretty good,” Jessie said, not wanting to get into specifics, certainly not about baby talk or her meeting with Captain Parker tomorrow. “Speaking of good, this salmon really is fantastic.

“Thanks,” he replied, refilling the glass of wine she’d only taken two sips from.

He was clearly committed to doting on her, maybe too much, but she appreciated the gesture anyway. She also appreciated that he didn’t press her on any of the topics that she knew were probably eating at him, most notably the very ones she wanted to avoid: kids and her potential return to work.

“So how was your day?” she asked, switching the focus before he changed his mind.

“Not bad,” he answered, “I finished up the paperwork on the Estrada case that we solved over the weekend. So I’ll be able to start fresh tomorrow if anything worthwhile comes in.”

‘And you’re getting along with Parker?” Jessie wondered.

“For the most part,” he replied. “There was bound to be a period of adjustment considering that I had her job and now I report to her. But that’s what I wanted – not to be responsible for everything—so I can’t really complain now.”

Jessie sensed that he wasn’t sharing the whole story, but considering that he hadn’t pushed her on the issues that she didn’t want to discuss, she decided to give him a pass for now as well.

“I do have a little potentially unpleasant news,” he volunteered reluctantly. “I was tempted not to say anything because I doubt it’s going to be an issue, but considering how that has backfired on me in the past, I wanted to be completely forthcoming.”

“That sounds ominous,” Jessie noted.

“Sorry, he said, “it’ll probably amount to nothing but here goes. You remember Costabile, of course.”

How could she forget? Former LAPD police sergeant Hank Costabile was once a celebrated officer with Van Nuys Division. That is, until Jessie and Ryan investigated a case that ultimately implicated his former boss, Commander Mike Butters, in an underage prostitution ring. When Jessie got too close, Costabile, who had been covering for Butters, coordinated a hit on her and almost succeeded before she took him down. He was currently serving twenty years to life for his efforts.

“Of course,” she agreed. “What’s going on with him?”

“As you know, his lawyers have been challenging his sentence on a variety of procedural grounds, all of which have been rejected up until now. But today, a new hearing was granted to address some issue related to the admission of certain evidence at his trial. Chief Decker called to give me a heads-up. The news will become public tomorrow."

“When is the hearing?” Jessie asked, trying to keep calm.

“Wednesday.”

“That’s only two days from now,” she replied. “Why so soon?”

“I don’t know,” Ryan admitted. “Decker thought it was a good sign, that it meant the court wanted to dispose of it quickly. He seemed confident that the whole thing will be dismissed without much fanfare. But I thought you should know. It’s possible some reporter might try to get a comment from you, and I didn’t want you blindsided.”

“I appreciate it,” Jessie said. 

She left it at that, choosing not to focus too much attention on something that was unlikely to happen. If Decker was right, this would be a formality. And even if something went wrong and Costabile was released, he would never be so foolish as to bother her. The guy might be violent and corrupt, but he wasn’t stupid. Surely, he'd want to start over with a clean slate.

She assured herself there was nothing to worry about as she took a bite of the potatoes. They weren't as good as Hannah's, but still more than respectable.

“The potatoes are great too,” she half-fibbed.

She wasn’t quite sure what was lacking, especially since Hannah had coached Ryan through the process. It could be something as simple as her sister using a little more oil, or letting them sit in the oven for a minute longer to amp up the crispiness. Whatever the reason, they were missing a little something, just like this house—and Jessie—were missing something.

She missed her little sister.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“Thanks again for meeting this early,” Ryan said. “I know it’s out of the ordinary for you.”

“Not a problem,” Dr. Lemmon told him. “I don’t see anywhere near as many patients as I used to, so my schedule is more malleable these days.”

Ryan wasn’t sure if that was true or if Lemmon was just being polite. Either way, he’d take it. With his schedule, there was no way he could meet for a session during the workday. That’s why they were sitting across from each other at 7:02 a.m. on a Tuesday morning.

“I noticed that Amy doesn’t work the early shift,” Ryan said, referring to Lemmon’s assistant, who wasn’t in the outer office.

“No,” Lemmon said, “I insist that she keep regular hours. And after the attack, we’ve reduced them even more.”

Lemmon was referencing the incident two months ago, when a disturbed young man hoping to improve his romantic life went on a killing spree of psychiatrists he felt had failed to help him achieve that goal. His last intended victim was Dr. Lemmon. Jessie and Ryan managed to save her, but not before he brutally assaulted her assistant, Amy Bland.

“Anyway,” Lemmon continued, quickly moving on, “I know that you’re short on time so shall we dive right in?”

“Sure,” he agreed.

 

***

 

They began by discussing well-trod ground, including his ongoing concerns about Jessie’s health and his apprehensions about her returning to work before she was ready. After that, they moved on to something he hadn’t addressed before.

“I’m a little worried about Hannah,” he mentioned. “We spoke last night before Jessie got home. On the surface, she sounded fine, but I got the sense that she was a little agitated.”

“About what?” Lemmon asked, leaning forward in concern.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “She didn’t say, and I didn’t want to press her. It could have just been in my head, which is why I didn’t mention it to Jessie. I don’t want to create problems where there might not be any.”

“Hmm,” Lemmon mused. “It could just be general anxiety over being in such a new environment at college. Even though she’s been at school for a few months, the adjustment period can be longer than we’d expect. If you still have concerns after a few more weeks, it might be worth asking her about it directly.”

“Okay.”

“What about you?” she asked. “What else is consuming your attention these days?”

Ryan considered mentioning that he’d brought up the idea of having a kid with Jessie, but ultimately decided that until his wife gave him a more definitive sense of where she was on the issue, there was no reason to address it here.

“I’m still adapting to no longer being in charge at work,” he conceded.

“‘Adapting’ is a pretty broad word,” Lemmon noted. “Can you get a little more specific for me?”

“It’s just been a period of adjustment,” he explained. “For a stretch there, when I was captain, I was the ultimate authority at Central Station. In general, if I wanted to pursue something, I did. I assigned cases. I made personnel decisions. That’s all gone. I still run Homicide Special Section, but now I report to Gaylene Parker, who used to work under me. Sometimes I feel the friction of that changed dynamic.”

“Do you resent her?” Lemmon asked.

“No,” he insisted. “I recommended her for the position to Chief Decker, and I think she’s doing a good job, especially considering that she’s still learning the ropes. But I’d be lying if I said that I never bumped up against how things work now. I got used to having near-total autonomy and that’s gone.”

Just then, his phone buzzed.

“I’m sorry,” he said, pulling it out, “but that’s actually Parker now, and if she’s calling me at 7:29 in the morning, something big is happening.”

“Go ahead,” Lemmon told him.

He answered the phone.

“This is Hernandez,” he said.

“Good morning, Detective Hernandez,” Parker said. “I apologize for not waiting until you got to the station to reach out, but I have something pressing for you.”

“That’s all right,” Ryan said. “What’s going on?”

“I just got a call from our friends at the West Los Angeles division,” she told him. “They have a case they think is up HSS’s alley and wanted to bring us in before it hits the news. When can you be here?”

Ryan did a quick calculation in his head. Lemmon’s office, like Central Station, was in downtown L.A.

“Give me fifteen minutes,” he said.

“Okay,” she replied. “See you then.”

He hung up and looked over at Dr. Lemmon, who was already placing her notepad and pen on the coffee table between them.

“Rain check?” she offered.

“I’m sorry, but yes,” he said, “duty calls.”

“You better get to it then,” she said.

He didn’t need any further coaxing. By the time she said goodbye, he was already halfway out the door.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Jessie could tell something was up.

She’d come into LAPD’s Central Station fifteen minutes ahead of her scheduled 8 a.m. meeting with Captain Parker, hoping to catch up with the HSS team, but the bullpen was already abuzz with activity. Parker’s door was closed.

She wandered over to the HSS section of the bullpen, which was essentially six desks in close proximity, divided from the rest of the bullpen by multiple large but wobbly partitions. Detectives Karen Bray and Sam Goodwin weren’t at their desks, but the other two members of the unit, Detectives Susannah Valentine and Jim Nettles were hunched over their computer monitors.

Susannah Valentine, a voluptuous twenty-nine-year-old brunette with a sharp mind and a propensity to let her temper get the better of her, was still on desk duty, a result of internal injuries she suffered when a bomb went off at an apartment where she was searching for a killer. So was Nettles, who had been slammed into a wall by the force by the same explosion, causing multiple facial fractures that still had him wearing a protective mask that looked mildly terrifying. The elder statesman of HSS at thirty-nine, the injuries he suffered appeared to have aged the guy by about a decade.

“How’s it going, guys?” Jessie asked.

Both of them sat upright and offered warm smiles.

“I didn’t know you were coming in today,” Susannah said, getting up gingerly to give her a hug.

“Yeah,” Jessie told her. “I’m meeting with Parker to discuss the timetable for my return to work.”

“When were you hoping to come back?” Nettles wondered as he, too, embraced her.

“I feel like I’m ready to go now, but it’s not up to me,” she said. “I guess I’ll know more after we chat. Where are Karen and Sam?”

“They snagged a case yesterday evening,” Nettles told her. “A big time bank exec was killed in a home invasion and they’re looking into it. They’ve been out all night.”

“Is that what all the hubbub is about?” Jessie wondered.

“What hubbub?” Susannah asked, perplexed.

“You didn’t notice?” Jessie said. “Parker’s door is closed. Her assistant has fielded four brief phone calls in the two minutes that I’ve been here, and she looks seriously frazzled. Something’s up.”

“To be honest,” Susannah admitted, “I’ve been so focused on reviewing potential suspects in this bank exec murder for Karen and Sam that I’ve barely looked up all morning.”

“Same,” Nettles said.

“Let me see if I can find out what’s up,” Jessie said. “I’ll check back in with you guys later.”

She wandered over to the desk of Parker’s assistant, which was situated just outside the captain’s office. That was a change from when Ryan was in charge. He didn't have a formal assistant, and all his calls went through the officer at the front desk. Jessie waited for brief lull in between calls before speaking.

“Hi,” she said to the petite, young cop, “I’m Jessie Hunt. I have a meeting with Captain Parker at eight. Should I just wait here?”

“Hi, Ms. Hunt,” the assistant said politely, despite everything going on. “I’m Officer Shaniqua George, Captain Parker’s administrative aide. It’s nice to meet you. Unfortunately, your meeting with the captain may have to be pushed. Something's come up, and I'm not sure if she'll be able to fit you in on time."

“What’s going on?” Jessie asked innocently.

“I’m afraid that I’m not at liberty to say,” she replied courteously, “but I’ll do my best not to leave you in limbo for too long.”

Officer George’s phone rang.

“Not a problem,” Jessie said. “I’ll be over with the HSS folks whenever she’s ready.”

Officer George nodded hurriedly and picked up the phone. Jessie turned to head back to Susannah and Nettles when she saw Ryan walk through the bullpen door. He had the same stressed expression as George, which told Jessie that he was somehow involved in what was happening. She walked straight over to him.

"Morning, honey," she said, giving him a peck on the cheek before she began the interrogation, “what’s going on?”

“A new case just came in,” he said. “Parker called me in the middle of my session with Lemmon and asked me to come in right away. I don’t know any details other than that it’s based on the West Side and that they thought it was HSS-worthy.”

Before Jessie could question him further, Parker’s door opened, and the captain stepped out. Gaylene Parker exuded an authority that was at odds with her physical bearing. Though the forty-four-year-old mother of two wasn’t physically imposing, she had presence.

Rising up from a street officer to an undercover detective who often posed as a prostitute, she’d eventually been promoted to head of the Vice unit, a job she’d held for four years until getting the nod as captain.

“Detective Hernandez, may I have a word?” she asked before noting Jessie’s presence. “Oh, Ms. Hunt, we were supposed to talk this morning, weren’t we?”

“That’s all right,” Jessie told her, accompanying Ryan as he walked over. “It sounds like you’re dealing with a more pressing matter.”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Parker said, “we’re being asked for help with a case out of West L.A. Division. They specifically requested HSS.”

“Mind if I sit in on the update?” Jessie asked, surprising herself with her boldness. “Maybe I can offer some insight.”

Parker looked over at Ryan.

“Detective, do you have a problem with that?”

Ryan shrugged with faux ambivalence.

“Always happy to get the analysis of the department’s foremost criminal profiler,” he replied, though Jessie sensed that he didn’t love her insinuating herself into the situation when she was still on medical leave.

“Come on in then,” Parker said.

They followed her into her office. It was the first time Jessie had been there since it changed hands from Ryan. While he was captain, he’d left the place just as it had been when the former captain—now chief of police Roy Decker—had run the station.

But now it looked dramatically different. Gone were the folding metal chairs for visitors and the ratty, decades-old leather couch that once rested against the back wall for as long as Jessie could recall.

In their place were two hand-crafted wooden chairs with cushioned seats and a new couch with a welcoming gray and beige pattern. The office had also been repainted. Instead of dull white, smudge-stained walls, the color was a pleasantly inviting cream.

Jessie glanced over at Ryan, wondering how he felt about the changes, but he didn’t give any indication that he noticed or cared. They both sat in the wooden chairs while Parker closed the door and moved behind her desk, which was also new, as was her own chair. Photos of her husband and kids covered the desk. She leaned in for a moment, studying her monitor before looking up.

“I won’t waste time with preliminaries,” she said. “About forty-five minutes ago, a woman’s body was found just off an isolated road near National Veterans Park. You’ll get the particulars at the scene, Detective Hernandez, but all indications are that she was murdered. The identification on her gave her name as Ava Martell. Does that mean anything to you?”

“I’m afraid not,” Jessie conceded.

“The last name sounds familiar,” Ryan said. “Wasn’t Martell the name of the couple on that sitcom from the nineties?”

Jessie looked at him, surprised.

“What?” he said defensively. “That’s where my head went. When I was in elementary school, the television was my primary babysitter, and that show was like my Binkie. Am I right?”

“That’s correct, Detective," Parker told him. “William and Marina Martell created and starred in Bundle of Trouble. Ava was their daughter. Apparently, she appeared in a few episodes as the neighborhood friend of one of the couple’s kids on the show. But she moved into producing as an adult. She wasn’t a celebrity, but her parents were, and she had a sizable nest egg. West L.A. division thinks that once word gets out, there will be a media frenzy, so they figured they ought to hand over the case from the get-go.”

“That makes sense,” Ryan said. “I can be at Veterans Park by 8:30 if I leave now.”

“Sounds good,” Parker replied, “but who would you partner with? Detectives Bray and Goodwin are still working the bank case.”

“Neither Valentine nor Nettles are cleared for field duty,” Ryan noted, “but I can handle it solo. If need be, West L.A. can loan me one of their detectives."

Jessie saw her moment and took it before even thinking about it.

“Or,” she volunteered, “I could tag along to help out.”

“But you’re still on medical leave,” Ryan countered, a little too quickly for Jessie’s taste.

“Well,” she replied coolly, “that’s what Captain Parker and I were going to discuss this morning anyway. Maybe this is as good a time as any to end that designation.”

Ryan's face fell, but he said nothing.

“We may as well have our discussion now, then, Hunt," Parker said. "What's your current medical status?”

“I’m doing pretty well,” Jessie said, not wanting to oversell it. “My skin grafts have all taken and are mostly healed. The headache symptoms have largely subsided, though I’m still getting checked regularly to ensure that there’s not a recurrence. Obviously, any additional head trauma would be bad. But it’s not like I’m a SWAT team member. I’m a profiler, so I can generally avoid compromising situations."

Parker glanced at Ryan, whose eyes were on the floor.

“What do you think, Detective?” she said. “You live with this woman. Is she ready to return?”

He sighed quietly. Jessie almost felt bad for her husband. He was in a nearly impossible position. The chances of either alienating his wife or losing credibility with his boss were much higher than satisfying everyone. But that was his problem. Hers was getting back on the force, and as much as she loved him, she wasn’t going to let his discomfort be an obstacle to her professional future.

“I have total confidence that Jessie will be able to make a smooth transition back when she returns,” he said carefully. “We’ve obviously worked together before many times, so that’s not an issue. I’m just not sure what the criteria is for her to be medically cleared. Do we need a formal sign-off from her neurosurgeon or is this at your discretion?”

Jessie admired how he delicately tried to deflect his concerns onto someone else in authority. If she called him on it later, he could reasonably defend his comments by saying he was just asking questions, but it was clear he wasn’t totally on board with her return.

“I can certainly ask Dr. Varma for an official all-clear,” she volunteered to Parker. “But this case is pressing. Officers are waiting at the scene as we speak. Maybe you can give me provisional clearance, Captain. I’ll promise to stay out of harm’s way and only offer guidance until we get a more formal approval. How does that sound?”

She could tell from her husband’s expression that he wasn’t enthused. His eyes seemed to be silently asserting that she couldn’t necessarily control where “harm” would come from. Parker looked at him too.

“I’m inclined to approve this preliminarily,” she said, “that is, unless you object. Last chance, Detective.”

“No objections,” he replied, seeing the writing on the wall, “as long as Jessie promises, here in front of you, to hold back from any situation if I request it. It doesn’t take much for a head injury recurrence, and she’ll need to steer well clear of any potential risks.”

“I assume that’s a high priority for you, Hunt,” Parker said, “and that you have no problem with that condition.”

“No problem at all, Captain,” Jessie assured her.

“All right then,” Parker said, standing up. “Then you two should head out. Your point of contact at the scene will be Officer Burt Sturgil. He’s expecting you.” 

“I guess we better head out then,” Jessie said, standing up too and starting for the door before Ryan could offer any further resistance.

They were out of her office when he betrayed his frustration with one muttered line.

“I’m driving,” he insisted grumpily.

She couldn’t help tweaking him when she responded.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way, dear.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

When they arrived at Veterans Park at 8:28 a.m., Jessie noted that the scene was already a mess. Word must have gotten out about the victim’s identity and celebrity connection because there were three news vans parked just outside the entrance.

Jessie slunk down in her seat to avoid being seen. This case was apparently going to be plastered everywhere. If the press saw that she was handling it, it would only increase the media frenzy, something they didn’t need.

Jessie’s one-time fan turned stalker and serial killer, Mark Haddonfield, was in jail. And Ash Pierce, the hitwoman who had targeted Hannah, was in a coma. As a result, Jessie no longer had to stay in hiding or employ the services of personal bodyguards for their protection, but as a well-known public figure in L.A., her involvement in any case usually made front page news.

On the drive over, both she and Ryan had pointedly avoided discussing the tense conversation in Parker’s office. Instead, they'd focused exclusively on the case. From Jamil Winslow, HSS’s brilliant young research director, they’d learned a few more details about Ava Martell.

“Because of residual payments from their comedy series,” he had explained over the phone, “Martell’s parents earned a combined, estimated $150 million over the course of their careers. Ava, an only child, was the sole heir to that fortune when they died in a private plane crash seven years ago. Back when Ava was a child, she made a half dozen guest appearances on their show and a few more on other series around the same time. But shortly thereafter, she gave up acting and subsequently led a pretty normal life.”

“What exactly constitutes ‘normal?’” Jessie had wanted to know.

“She went to college and got a degree in marketing,” Jamil answered. “After working for a couple of studios around town in their publicity departments, she started her own production company and became a producer, making mostly small but well-regarded independent films. One even got an Oscar nomination a few years ago.”

“So that’s how she made her living?” Ryan had wondered.

“Not really,” Jamil told them. “None of her films have turned a profit. But from what I can tell, she didn’t need to make a living. I’d guess with the interest she’d accumulated from her parents’ estate since their deaths, her net worth was in the $200 million range by now. The producing seems more of passion than a necessity. Plus, her husband was doing well too. He’s a senior vice president with Deluxe Resorts and Hotels. I’m still gathering information on him. I figured you’d be interested.”

“You figured right,” Ryan had replied. “Definitely update us when you have more.”

Armed with those basics, they pulled up next to a squad car and got out. On the drive over to Veterans Park, the marine layer had rolled in, covering the whole area in thick blanket of fog. An officer standing guard told them to follow the main road from the park entrance, which would eventually lead them to Officer Sturgil.

Jessie could only see about twenty feet in front of her and, despite knowing it was ridiculous, couldn’t help feeling unsettled, as if someone, or something, might reach through the mist and grab her. She tried to look casual as she moved closer to Ryan.

After half a minute, she saw figures in the distance. As they got closer, she identified four police officers and several crime scene unit technicians just off to the left of the road. The techs were all hovering around what appeared to be a body near the base of a large tree. About fifteen feet from that scene, she could see the outline of a car, which looked to have slammed into an embankment.

“HSS?” one of the four officers asked, stepping toward them. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He looked to be in his late twenties.

“That’s right,” Ryan said. “I’m Detective Hernandez. This is Jessie Hunt, our unit’s criminal profiler.”

“Thanks very much for coming,” the officer said, extending his hand. “I’m Burt Sturgil. I was asked to maintain the scene until you arrived.”

“You want to give us the lay of the land?” Ryan asked, diving right in.

“Sure,” Sturgil said. “A runner noticed the car just before seven this morning. He saw that the driver’s door was open and investigated. That’s when he saw the body over by the tree and called it in.”

“Are there any cameras in the park?” Jessie wondered.

“No,” Sturgill said. "And in theory, there shouldn't have been any people here overnight either. It’s only open from sunrise to sunset. The sun set last night around 4:45 and rose this morning at 6:30. So there’s a big window where this could have happened without anyone knowing.”

“Okay, what else do we know?” Ryan pressed.

“I don’t want to draw any conclusions that you’ll want to evaluate yourself,” Sturgill said, “but it doesn’t look like this was just a robbery. The victim’s purse was still with her, along with all her credit cards, though there was no cash found. Also, her phone was near her body, though it was smashed to bits. We’re not sure if that was an accident or if it was intentionally destroyed. In addition, no jewelry appears to be taken. She’s wearing her wedding ring and what looks like an expensive necklace.”

“Anything else?” Ryan asked.

“Yes,” Sturgill continued. “So far, there are no fingerprints. And initial indications are that she was beaten with a blunt object. Her head was hit multiple times, including in the face at least once. The back of her skull was crushed in. We haven’t found a murder weapon. But that may not have been what ultimately killed her.”

“What do you mean?” Jessie wanted to know.

“You’ll see,” the officer replied. “But her head is wrapped in some kind of plastic wrap, like what you’d put over a container of leftovers. She may have suffocated. I'm no detective, but it doesn't seem like this was road rage or some kind of crime of passion. Whoever did this had a blunt instrument and plastic wrap in their car. That sounds planned to me.”

“Thanks, Sturgil,” Ryan said and looked over at Jessie.

She nodded that she was ready, and they walked over to the body. The CSU techs cleared a path for them. Ava Martell, thirty-four, was lying face-up on a patch of dirt near the tree trunk. As Sturgil warned, her head was covered in plastic wrap, though her brown hair was visible. Blood had leaked out of the plastic wrapping and mixed in with the dirt before drying into small, muddy pools next to her body. She was wearing black slacks and a navy blue cashmere sweater. Her eyes, to the extent that Jessie could see them, were squeezed tightly shut.

Jessie knelt down beside her, taking care not to disturb the scene. Though it pained her to do so, she tried to imagine Ava Martell’s last moments alive. She pictured her either running from her car or being dragged from it. She noticed bruising on the woman’s fingers and forearms, defensive wounds likely received while trying to block the blows from the murder weapon. She wondered if the strikes to Ava’s head had knocked her unconscious or if she’d been dimly awake when the killer pulled the plastic wrap around her face, adding even more horror to her nightmare.

Jessie hoped that the woman was either knocked out or dead when she suffered that final indignity. And as she stared at Ava Martell, a new feeling took hope’s place—fury. Whoever had committed this unspeakable act of cruelty and violence was out there somewhere, breathing, walking, maybe even enjoying a bite to eat.

Those were all things Ava would never do again. And Jessie aimed to make sure that her killer paid for what they’d done.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Hannah Dorsey was late for class.

As she rushed along the tree-lined path that led to her freshman Exploratory Data Analysis class, she tried not to let her thoughts drift to unproductive areas. She needed to be focused for this professor. But she found herself letting her mind wander anyway.

Maybe she shouldn’t have made the breakup call with Chris just before leaving for class. After all, he’d been under the impression that he was in the middle of a pleasant chat with his long-distance girlfriend while on a lunch break between his own classes at the Rhode Island School of Design. But she made a snap decision that the time was right.

“I think we should press pause,” she’d told him euphemistically. “I’m so focused on classes that I don’t really have time for anything else. Maybe we see how we feel when you come back to town over winter break.”

“Okay,” he agreed a painfully long moment of silence, not pressing her on whether those were her real reasons. She could sense that he was disappointed but knew he wouldn’t voice it. Chris wasn’t that kind of guy. Plus, he knew her well enough by now that trying to change her mind was a fruitless proposition.

Hannah would never say it out loud, but to her, this had been kind of a starter relationship. Because of the events in her life recently, dating hadn’t really been a priority. So when the opportunity presented itself over the summer to hang out with the cute artsy guy who knew about her past and didn’t judge her for it, she’d leapt at the chance.

Chris knew that Hannah was the half-sister of celebrated criminal profiler Jessie Hunt. He knew that Hannah’s adoptive parents had been murdered two years ago by her birth father, serial killer Xander Thurman. He knew that Jessie had assumed guardianship of her. He knew that Hannah had once killed an elderly serial killer who had threatened her life, along with the lives of Jessie and Ryan. He wasn't scared off by any of it, and she was deeply grateful to him. But that wasn't enough of a reason to remain involved with a boy who lived clear across the country and who she’d officially dated for less than a week.

Hannah darted through a clutch of girls that were ambling too casually along the campus path, disrupting her route to the building she needed to get to. She heard one of them grunt as if she was miffed by Hannah’s maneuver and forced herself not to turn around and make a snide remark.

She didn’t need to be irritated right now, particularly not for the class she was trying to get to on time. Exploratory Data Analysis, a required course for Psychology, which was one her two majors, had proven to be painfully easy so far, which, in a moment of weakness, she’d let the professor know. In retrospect, it probably wasn’t the smartest decision to antagonize the person responsible for her grade, but that ship had already sailed..

As she darted up the steps of the Social Science Hall, she wondered if she was actively seeking out drama because everything had been going so well of late. After all, she didn’t need to break up with Chris. She could have just let their relationship slowly die on the vine. Nor did she need to challenge her E.D.A. professor. She could have just kept her head down and quietly aced all his tests.

As she hurried down the hallway of the building, weaving in and out of students moving with decidedly less urgency, she worried that she might be backsliding. There was a time, less than a year ago, when she pursued constant drama as a way to avoid feeling numb.

That feeling had reached its peak after she shot the elderly serial killer who had intended to murder her, Jessie, and Ryan. She didn’t have to shoot him. He was handcuffed and incapacitated at the time. And though she’d claimed self-defense, she knew something else had been going on. She wanted to know what it felt like to kill someone.

It turned out that it was an incredible high. In the months after the incident, she’d found herself seeking out that high over and over again, putting herself in positions where intense, potentially violent conflict was almost inevitable. The people she challenged were, in her opinion, deserving of punishment for their cruel behavior, but they were often dangerous, and she was lucky to have mostly escaped unscathed.

At some point, she had realized just how close she was to the edge and confessed her feelings to Dr. Janice Lemmon, the psychiatrist that both she and Jessie saw regularly. They, in conjunction with Jessie, had agreed that she should enter an in-patient psychiatric facility and rehab center, not for drug or alcohol treatment, but for an addiction to bloodlust.

It had seemingly worked. When Hannah left several months later, she felt more in control. She still went to thrice-weekly sessions with Dr. Lemmon, but other than that, she resumed her normal routine. She graduated high school with honors, was accepted to UC Irvine, got a summer boyfriend, and even worked for Jessie’s best friend, Kat Gentry, at her detective agency. She was on the straight and narrow.

Hannah walked into the lecture hall and was relieved to see that the professor wasn’t there yet. She scrambled up the steps and took a seat near the back. As she pulled out her laptop, she wondered what had changed to make her regress. She had a pretty good guess.

Last spring, while working for Kat, they’d been tricked by a female client claiming to need help evading an abusive husband. But in reality, the woman was a professional killer, hired to torture and kill them both as payback against Jessie. That woman was named Ash Pierce.

Luckily, Hannah had managed to get the upper hand on Pierce, though not before the woman had tortured and nearly killed Kat. Hannah had forced down the urge to pummel Pierce’s brains out of her skull with a police baton she found and instead turned her over to the authorities. It was a milestone moment for her, proof that in the most tempting of moments, she could overcome her darker urges.

But then Ash Pierce, who had been incarcerated for months, escaped from a prison transport truck. Inevitably, after Hannah hid out for several days, unsure when or if Pierce might come after her again, there was another confrontation. This time, after Pierce captured her, sat astride her, and was about to kill her, Hannah grabbed a nearby knife and plunged it into the killer’s throat.

That act had saved her life. But it had also felt good. Ultimately Pierce had survived, a result of CPR performed by Kat. But she’d been in a coma ever since. Often in the weeks since, Hannah had dreamt about what happened, but they weren’t nightmares. She relived the blade puncturing Ash Pierce’s throat and would wake up suddenly to the visceral pleasure of the woman’s blood cascading down on top of her. When she realized it wasn’t real, she found herself disappointed.

Professor Gault walked into the room and Hannah shook herself out the happy memory of those dreams. She needed to be focused. The professor, a tall, thin man with a small patch of gray hair and horn-rimmed glasses, glanced around the lecture hall as he made his way to the podium. His gaze landed on her, and he gave her a nasty glare. Apparently, he hadn't let her criticisms of his class go just yet.

She again chastised herself. She should have held her tongue that day, as she should most times she felt like making a scene. The last thing she needed was to go down the road of actively looking for trouble like she used to back in the bad old days.

And yet, despite that instruction to herself, she still found that she was constantly looking to scratch that itch of righteous indignation. Maybe that’s why she was going to the fraternity party tonight.

The frat guys, some of them pledges in her dorm, were generally speaking, assholes. But she’d recently learned they might be much more than that. It was possible that at least one of them might be involved in a crime.

The justice-seeking part of her was insisting that she do something about it, even as the practical voice in her head said she should just keep out of other people’s business, and instead focus on her studies and adjusting to college life.

But as she sat quietly in the back of the lecture hall, listening to Professor Gault drone on, she knew which side of her would win this debate.

Tonight, she'd be having a chat with the frat guys.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Jessie wondered if this fog would ever burn off.

It was 9:35 now, and the air was still a dense white as Ryan parked across the street from Ava Martell’s home. The details of the home’s outline were hard to decipher, even though they were less than fifty feet away, but Jessie could tell that it was big.

She got out and threw on a sweater. With the thick marine layer had come an extra chill, almost as if Martell’s Brentwood Park neighborhood was shrouding itself in grief over her loss. Jessie tried not to let her thoughts drift in that direction. This was her first case after being on leave for two months, and she needed to be on her game, focused only on the facts. Anthropomorphizing the weather didn’t do anyone any good, least of all Ava Martell.

“Mind if we do a little prep?” she asked Ryan as they walked across the street.

“Sure,” he replied, his eyes darting through the fog, alert to the remote possibility that the killer might be here.

“Okay, we know from Beth,” she said, referring to Beth Ryerson, HSS’s other researcher, “that Ava’s husband, Harrison Buhner, was supposedly out of town on business and is currently headed back, which theoretically provides him with an alibi.”

“Theoretically,” “Ryan agreed, “although being away doesn’t preclude him from hiring someone to kill his wife.”

“Right,” Jessie said, “but until he gets back and we question him, I think we should look into other angles: possible business conflicts, dustups with friends, potential illicit romantic interests gone wrong. Let’s hope there’s something here that will offer us some clues.”

“It’s all we have to go on right now,” Ryan noted, “considering the damage to her phone. Until we can access her cloud data, there’s no way to look at look at her calls, texts, or appointments.”

“Well, maybe her assistant can offer us some help on that front,” Jessie suggested as they walked down the path to the front door of the house. Now that they were closer, she could see the place better through the mist. It was a large Tudor-style mansion, common in this part of Brentwood. It was impressive but not ostentatious.

They reached the front door, and Ryan rang the bell. Within seconds, the door was opened by a young woman wearing a floral dress with puffy, tear-stained eyes and curly black hair.

“Detective Hernandez?” she asked meekly.

“Yes,” he confirmed, “and this is Jessie Hunt. Are you Melinda?”

“I am,” she told him, opening the door wide, “please come in.”

Melinda Dupree was Ava Martell’s administrative assistant at her production company. Ryan had gotten hold of her when calling the woman’s office. He was the one who had to break the news of Ava’s death to her. After several emotional minutes, the assistant had agreed to meet them at Ava’s house.

“The production office is only five minutes away from here,” Melinda, who couldn’t have been more than a year or two out of college, said. "So, I got here a while ago. I’ve been collating all the info you asked for on her recent meetings. But I only used my records. As you requested, I didn’t go into any interior areas of the house. I’ve been sitting here in the foyer until you arrived. Do you want me to take you to her home office?”

“That would be good,” Ryan said.

They followed her down a long hallway that ran along the front of the house, past a dining room, a formal living room, and a billiard room, before it ended at a closed door.

“This is Ava’s office,” she said, opening the door to reveal a giant, wood-paneled space with two large desks.

“Does she share it with her husband?” Jessie wondered.

“No,” Melinda replied. “Mr. Buhner’s office is at the other end of the hall. They used to share this one, but Ava told me that her husband could get…vocal in phone meetings and that it was too distracting. So they converted the small sitting room into a second office. He doesn’t use it much anyway.”

“Did Ava use hers a lot?” Ryan asked.

“Yeah,” Melinda told her. “I’d say she worked from here a good three-quarters of the time. She mostly used the official office for taking meetings. But this is where she did the majority of the real work. When we were really hunkered down on a project, we’d settle in here. I’d use the extra desk.”

“Let’s go back to something you mentioned earlier,” Jessie said. “You said that Mr. Buhner could be ‘vocal’ on the phone. What did you mean by that?”

Melinda shrugged uncertainly.

“Just that when he was on business calls, he could sometimes get really boisterous. I wouldn’t say he had the best sense of personal volume control. It could be distracting.”

“Is that what it was—distracting?” Jessie wondered. “Or could it sometime be more than that?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did his boisterousness ever slip into aggression?” Jessie clarified.

“Oh, I see,” Melinda said, looking slightly embarrassed that she hadn't picked up on the subtext until now. "I can't speak to what happened when I wasn't around, of course, but not that I know of. He never raised his voice to Ava in my presence. And I never saw anything that made me think he might be violent. He was just loud, which Ava found annoying when she was trying to talk to someone about a project. Hearing some guy shouting in the background kind of messed up the collaborative vibe, you know?”

“Sure,” Jessie told her. “Speaking of projects, did anything she was working on recently cause conflicts that you’re aware of? Any creative differences that got heated? Any deals that fell apart and left ill will, that sort of thing?”

Melinda smiled with a hint of condescension.

“There were heated arguments about creative issues all the time,” she said. “It’s par for the course in this industry. But it was always about the material. I don’t recall it ever being personal. In fact, it was the people that Ava mixed it up with the most who she did her best work with. Looking back, I’d say the least volatile collaborations usually resulted in far less compelling films. But like I said, every argument was about making the material better. There were never any hard feelings after the fact.”

“Okay,” Jessie said, “what about her being the child of television stars who were fabulously wealthy? Any resentment over that?”

Melinda smiled again, but this time without the condescension. Her expression was filled with wistful warmth.

“You know, I never heard her bring up her family history once on her own,” she said. “In fact, I had no idea who she was until I’d been working for her for six months. There was an issue with the guest bathroom, so she told me to use the one in her bedroom. I just happened to see a photo of her with her parents on the bedroom dresser from the set of their show. I had to ask her what it was all about because I was just a baby when the series was on. She told me but made it seem like no big deal. It was only when I looked up the show later that I realized how big a hit it was. She was like that with everyone. Unless someone mentioned it, she never referenced the show or her parents involvement with it. And as to her wealth, I’m not sure many people knew about that either. Since she made small, independent pictures, most people didn’t make the connection to her family history. She never flaunted anything. Her other office isn’t anything extravagant. She didn’t stick out, especially not in this town.”

Jessie found herself getting increasingly furious about Ava Martell’s death with each word Melinda said.

“I know this is awkward,” Ryan pressed, “but were you aware of any relationships she might have had outside her marriage?”

Melinda shook her head.

“I never saw or heard anything to indicate that.”

“What about friendships that soured?” he continued. “Anyone she ever mentioned having an issue with or vice versa?”

“She didn’t talk to me about that stuff,” Melinda explained. “As a boss, she was friendly and seemed interested in my welfare. We would talk about movies or holiday plans. But she never got too personal. And she never gossiped, at least not to me. She was very discreet. For example, she had a meeting yesterday. But because it wasn't work-related, she didn't tell me anything about it. It was listed in the calendar with a name and time but nothing else.”

“Can you point out that calendar item?” Jessie asked.

Melinda nodded and noted the item: a lunch meeting with someone named Nina Kirby.

“Did she come back to work after the meeting?” Jessie wanted to know.

“Yeah,” Melinda answered.

“And did anything seem off when she returned?”

“No,” Melinda replied. “She seemed mildly stressed, but that was normal. Ava was always mildly stressed.”

“And there were no other meetings on her agenda for the day?” Ryan confirmed, looking at the calendar.

“No,” Melinda told him. “In fact, she spent the day in workout gear. She went to the gym in the morning, had this lunch meeting, then came back here, where we worked until the late afternoon, trying to lock down additional financing for her next project. She sent me home just before five and said she’d see me today at nine. It was a pretty standard day.”

Ryan looked at Jessie with his eyebrows raised, and she knew where he was headed. She nodded that she was done with her questions and that he could ask the one he'd been holding off on.

“What did you do last night?” he asked, keeping it as casual as possible.

“Is this the part where you need my alibi?” she wondered, not falling for his attempt to be subtle.

“I’m afraid so,” he told her.

“I figured that would come up at some point,” she said, not put out. “I went straight to the gym from here, then showered and met some friends for happy hour in Santa Monica. Then I went home to my apartment in Culver City, read a new script that Ava was interested in, and streamed a movie, which I fell asleep watching. I have the names and numbers of my friends from the bar. And I can show you my log-in info for the movie if that helps.”

“It all helps,” Ryan told her. “Thanks. I’m going to give you the contact info for our chief researcher, Jamil Winslow. If you can share everything you mentioned with him, along with anything else he asks for, we’d appreciate it.”

After they gave her Jamil’s info, Melinda offered them a tour of the house, which yielded nothing out of the ordinary. Nonetheless, Ryan requested that Melinda meet the forensic team, who would be coming by momentarily, to let them in. She agreed, then walked them to the door.

As Jessie and Ryan headed back down the path to the car, Jessie saw a local news television truck pull up across the street. Frankly, she was surprised that they didn’t already have the place surrounded. Hurrying along the path to avoid being seen, she punched the name of the woman from Ava’s lunch meeting, Nina Kirby, into her phone.

“Looks like she’s a lawyer,” she said, holding out the screen for Ryan to see. “She and her husband have a firm nearby.”

“Entertainment law?” Ryan asked.

“Not from what I can tell,” Jessie replied. “I wonder what that lunch meeting was about.”

“How about we head over to her office now and find out?” Ryan suggested before Jessie could do it herself.

She smiled. It might be her first day back, but they were already getting into their old groove again. She had missed this.




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Jessie didn't know what she was expecting, but it wasn't this.

Maybe she’d assumed that any lawyer that Ava Martell would meet with would have a giant office in a gleaming skyscraper, but this was the complete opposite. Kirby & Kirby Law Partners was located in a small shopping plaza off San Vicente Boulevard in Brentwood.

The two-story complex was home to, among other things, a high-end floral shop, a rare books bookstore, and someone billing herself as an aromatherapy expert. The law office was nestled in the back corner of the first floor, hard to find unless one was looking for it.

When Ryan opened the door for Jessie, a tiny bell above it tinkled softly. Jessie stepped inside and looked around. The space was small but homey, with thick carpeting, antique chairs, and a loveseat that looked plush enough to take a nap in. The walls were covered in abstract paintings and there were several small sculptures on elaborately carved, wooden tables.

“Hello,” Ryan called out to the empty room.

“Coming,” a female voice replied.

A few seconds later, Nina Kirby emerged from a back office. Jessie recognized her from her firm’s website picture and the driver’s license photo Beth Ryerson had sent them on the way over. The woman’s real-life visage was somewhere in between the two. She looked neither as tired and washed out as her license, nor as glamorous as on the website.

Her blonde hair was short, as was she. Jessie, at five foot ten, was close to a foot taller than her. Kirby was stylishly dressed in a brown suede skirt, a cream blouse, and a black blazer. Jessie already knew that she was thirty-seven but would have guessed that range anyway. Kirby smiled warmly at them.

“How may I help you?” she asked, before focusing on her attention specifically on Jessie. “You look familiar to me.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot,” Jessie replied, not explaining why. “We had a few questions for you.”

“That’s my specialty, answering questions,” Kirby said. “Would you like to come back to my office?”

“Sure,” Ryan said, and they followed her back, passing the open restroom at the end of the hall and turning left into her interior office.

It was as well-appointed as the waiting room, and she guided them to two antique chairs while she moved back behind her desk.

“I’m Nina, by the way,” she said, settling into her chair.

“I’m Ryan, and this is Jessie.”

“Nice to meet you,” Kirby said, “what can I do for you?”

“We’re interested in a meeting you had yesterday with Ava Martell,” Ryan told her, dispensing with the pleasantries now that the woman was a bit of a captive audience.

“Oh, do you know Ava?” Kirby asked.

“Only by reputation,” he acknowledged. “What was that meeting about?”

“Well, Ryan,” she replied with a tight smile, “as I’m sure you can imagine, I’m not able to discuss the content of my meetings with clients. It would be a violation of attorney-client privilege, just as it would be if I discussed the content of the conversation we’re having now, should you hire me.”

“Mrs. Kirby,” he said flatly, “that won’t be a concern as we’re not looking to hire you. My full name is Ryan Hernandez, and I'm a detective with the Los Angeles Police Department. Jessie works for LAPD as well. We’re here for information.”

Kirby frowned briefly, then stopped as she seemed to come to a realization.

“I know why I recognize you!” she said to Jessie. “You’re Jessie Hunt, the famous profiler.”

“That’s right,” Jessie admitted, “and we could really use your help.”

“I’d love to help,” Kirby said sunnily, “but unfortunately, and you surely know this as well as me, my client’s privilege doesn’t go away when I speak with law enforcement. Now, I'm happy to call Ava and see if she'll consider waiving it, but I wouldn’t hold my breath on that. That was a point of emphasis for her as well.”

"I'm afraid we can't call her Mrs. Kirby,” Ryan said matter-of-factly. “She was found dead this morning.”

Jessie, who knew the revelation was coming, watched closely for Kirby’s reaction. For a moment, there was none, as his words didn't seem to register with the lawyer. Then, after a couple of seconds, her mouth dropped open. She swallowed hard, tried to form words, then closed her mouth. After a moment, she tried again.

"I'm sorry, but did you really say that Ava is dead?"

“I did,” he confirmed.

“Oh my god,” she muttered as she reached for a glass of water on her desk. She misjudged and instead knocked it over. The liquid spread across her desk, but she made no move to clean it up.

“Do you need some help?” Jessie asked, nodding at the papers that were getting soaked. She couldn’t confidently determine whether Kirby’s response was one of genuine shock or an act.

Kirby glanced down, apparently briefly confused. Then she managed to reply.

“Yes, thanks,” she said slowly. “There are some paper towels in the kitchen nook.”

Jessie left the office, hurried past the bathroom and found the tiny kitchenette on the other side of the hall, where she grabbed the roll of towels and returned with it. Nina Kirby hadn’t moved.

“Here you go,” Jessie said, handing them over.

“Thanks,” Kirby mumbled, taking the roll and ripping off several sheets, which she used to sop up some of the water.

“So,” Ryan continued as if the interruption hadn’t happened, “as we investigate, we’re talking to everyone that Ava interacted with yesterday. You were among those people, Mrs. Kirby, so what can you tell us about your meeting?”

“Um, it was over lunch yesterday,” she answered distractedly as she ripped off more paper towels. “We met around 12:30 and stayed for a little over an hour. She said that had just come from the gym.”

“Why you?” Jessie asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, no offense, but Ava Martell was in a position to hire just about anyone she wanted. Why not go to one of those big Century City firms? Why select a two-lawyer firm based in an out-of-the-way Brentwood shopping center? No offense.”

“None taken,” Kirby said, though it sounded like she might have taken a little. “We knew each other already. We live in the same neighborhood and were friends. I think she wanted to speak to someone she had a comfort level with rather than some cold mega-firm.”

“So it was because she knew you,” Ryan made sure, “and not because you specialized in a particular part of the law.”

“That’s right,” Kirby confirmed. “We consider ourselves the legal equivalent of general practitioners. We handle family law, including divorce. We do real estate law, some contracts, that kind of thing. We can handle most stuff but will hand a case off to a specialist if needed. The only thing we don’t do at all is criminal work.”

“Okay,” Jessie continued, “so what issue did she want to address than made already knowing you important. And please remember, while you can certainly litigate issues of attorney-client privilege, we are talking about a murder investigation here. So you may want to consider how hard to fight that battle.”

“Truthfully, Ms. Hunt, that’s not a call I’ll need to make,” Kirby said, “while Ava and I had informally agreed for me to represent her, she hadn’t yet signed the contract. Technically, I suppose I’m not bound by attorney-client privilege, since we hadn’t formalized our agreement and now, with her death, I’ll never be able to represent her. But my larger concern is that Ava was desperate for my discretion. And I would ask that in the interest of respecting her wishes, you offer her as much of that same discretion as I intended to.”

“We’ll do the best we can,” Ryan replied, “but our investigation will take priority over anything else. We’re trying to catch a killer.”

“I understand,” Kirby said before sighing heavily. After a gulp of what remained in her water glass, she answered. “Ava was concerned that her husband, Harrison, might be involved in something ‘shady.’ Over the last six months, he’d been removing money from one of their accounts at regular intervals, totaling over $34,000. She wasn’t as worried about the amount, which wasn’t significant to her, as the purpose and the deception. He didn’t tell her about it, and she had no idea what it was for. She checked receipts for any indication of an affair but found none. Apparently, she even followed him around town, to no avail. She wanted to know if what he was up to was something that she needed to be really concerned about, whether it be gambling, drugs, or something else. She just wanted to know the truth.”

“And what did you tell her?” Jessie asked.

“I said we’d hire a private investigator to look into these things professionally. We were going to hire a forensic account as well, to really dig into his books. I told her that once we knew more, we’d come up with a plan.”

“What did you discover?” Ryan wanted to know.

“Nothing yet,” Kirby told him. “Since she hadn’t officially hired me, I couldn’t do any formal work, although I did start to cull through a list of investigators that I thought might be good for the job. I was just waiting to hear back from her.”

“You said you knew Ava through the neighborhood,” Jessie noted. “Did you know Harrison too?”

“A little bit, not as well as Ava,” Kirby conceded.

“Do you think he might have been involved in drugs or gambling, or some other questionable activity?”

“Honestly, I didn’t know him well enough to draw any kind of conclusion,” Kirby admitted. “He seemed perfectly nice to me, maybe a little on the rowdy side, but nothing objectionable. I never really formed a strong impression of him beyond that.”

“Why didn’t Ava hire you at the lunch?” Jessie wondered, switching topics.

“Oh, there was a mix-up with the bill,” Kirby explained. “I went to take care of it, but it took longer than expected. I was still dealing with it when she told me she had to get back to the office to deal with some kind of deadline. She said she’d be in touch.”

“Are you sure she wasn’t just blowing you off?” Ryan asked.

Kirby shrugged.

“You never know, I guess,” she said. “But she seemed pretty committed to moving forward. I think she was just in a time crunch. I assumed I’d hear back from her today one way or another.”

“What was her demeanor like during your meeting?” Ryan pressed. “Did she seem nervous or upset when she arrived? Scared perhaps?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Kirby replied. “She was clearly a little agitated, but I think that was largely due to confusion about what was going on with Harrison. Other than that, she was mostly her normal self.”

“So she left for her office while you dealt with the bill,” Jessie re-established. “Where did you go after the lunch?”

“I came back here, did the preliminary private investigator search, then moved on to another case.”

“You were here until when?” Jessie prompted.

Kirby looked at her quizzically.

“Are you asking about my whereabouts during the time you think she died?” Kirby wondered. “Do I need a lawyer of my own?”

“You tell us,” Ryan said flatly.

“I don’t think I do, actually,” she replied. “I was here until 6 p.m., picked up some Chinese takeout, then went home to have dinner with my husband, Rhett.”

“Where is Rhett now, by the way?” Ryan wanted to know.

“He’s filing some paperwork at the Santa Monica courthouse,” Kirby explained. “He should be back in the next hour if you want to wait.”

“That’s okay,” Jessie told her. “We’ll talk to him later if we need to. So was that your entire evening—Chinese takeout at home?”

“No,” Kirby replied. “I had a ‘Women in Law’ event at 8 p.m. Funny enough, it was at one of those gleaming towers in Century City.”

“What’s the best way to confirm your attendance?” Ryan asked.

Kirby again looked mildly offended but didn’t say so.

“I had to scan my phone at the door, for one thing,” she answered. “Plus, I sat at a table with seven other women. I can't remember all their names, but I'm sure I could get them through the event coordinator if you need them. Also, you could use my rideshare details as confirmation.”

“You didn’t drive?” Jessie asked, surprised.

“No. There were cocktails, and I knew I’d be having a few.”

“Rhett didn’t offer to drive you?” Ryan poked.

"He did, but I declined," Kirby said. "I could tell that he was into the Monday Night Football game and didn’t want to put him out. He had already changed out of his suit and into sweatpants and a t-shirt, which is usually a sign that he’s done for the night. After eleven years of marriage, I can read those signs well.”

“All right,” Ryan said, raising his eyebrows at Jessie to see if she had more questions. She shook her head to indicate that she didn’t. “Mrs. Kirby, here’s a business card for our research lead. If you can submit the receipt for your takeout dinner last night, a screenshot of your ticket from the legal event, along with those names you talked about, and the rideshare home details, that would be great. He’ll also request you sign a waiver to allow us to check your phone and car GPS data from last night and this morning if you don't have any objection."

“I don’t,” Kirby said. “Anything that helps eliminate me so you can focus on real suspects is something I’m more than willing to do.”

“We’ll see ourselves out,” Ryan told her as they got up and left her office, “and we’ll probably be in touch. We might have more questions for you.”

Kirby nodded politely. They waited until they had completely left Kirby & Kirby Law Partners before speaking.

“Initial thoughts?” Ryan asked as they walked toward the car.

“I think we need to confirm everything she said before clearing her, but if it all checks out, at least we’ve got another suspect to check out, and I think you know who.”

“The husband,” Ryan said emphatically. 

“Yep. Let’s see if Harrison Buhner is back in town yet. I have a couple of questions for Ava’s loving hubby.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Kat Gentry didn’t want to get too excited.

She and Mitch had visited five potential wedding venues, and this was the first one that really spoke to her. Located on a hill overlooking the Pacific Ocean in Manhattan Beach, it had everything she was looking for.

In addition to the gorgeous view and the beach house style, The Terrace could be modified to accommodate their smaller-than-usual guest list. Lorna, the sales rep, said that they could close off the lower level and have people enter on the second floor, which was designed for less than twenty-five people.

“And you’re saying that if we do it on a Friday afternoon, it will reduce the rental fee by twenty percent, right?” Kat reconfirmed.

“That’s right,” Lorna assured her. “As long as your event is over by 4 p.m., you get what we call the matinee price.”

That was particularly appealing under the circumstances. Kat, an independent private investigator, was on a tight budget these days. She had missed several weeks of work over the summer, the result of a horrifying encounter in which hitwoman Ash Pierce kidnapped, tortured, and nearly killed her, all as part of an elaborate plan by Pierce’s client to punish Kat’s best friend, Jessie Hunt.

Though she had mostly recovered now, her finances hadn’t. Things were tough. It didn’t help that her fiancé, Mitch Connor, was struggling too right now. Formerly a deputy with the San Bernardino Sheriff’s Department, he’d recently left the job when he moved to L.A., ending the long-distance part of their relationship.

While he awaited hiring approval from the LAPD, he was working as a security guard at a movie studio, which wasn’t as glamorous as it sounded. She could tell from his hunched shoulders and general demeanor when he got home each day that the gig wasn’t satisfying his professional needs.

Nor was it filling their coffers. The job paid okay, but nowhere near what he had made as a sheriff’s deputy or hoped to as an LAPD officer. Until the hiring approval came through, they were really pinching their pennies.

As Kat walked over to the bay windows of The Terrace to look out at the beach and the ocean beyond, she sighed in resignation. She and Mitch knew that when he moved from the small mountain town of Lake Arrowhead, two hours northeast of L.A., that the first few months would be challenging.

In addition to the difficulties of paying the bills and combining their financial lives, they were having to adapt to living together after over a year of traveling back and forth on weekends and holidays. It was definitely an adjustment.

After first meeting when Kat went to Lake Arrowhead to help Jessie out on a case, they’d hit it off. Their tentative flirting had turned into dating, and then just two months ago, a proposal from Mitch.

But when they agreed that he should move here, Kat had secretly worried that the “best behavior” energy they seemed to adopt on shorter visits would crumble under the weight of daily life. She feared that arguments over laundry and dirty dishes might sap the romance from their lives.

But the opposite had happened. It turned out that Mitch, in addition to being a jovial, mountainous, sandy-haired specimen of a man, was the same kind, decent person in everyday life as he was on long weekends together.

She often wondered how she’d gotten so lucky. After all, she hadn’t had a ton of romantic success in recent years. She knew part of that was a result of the time she served in Afghanistan as an Army Ranger. That was where she was injured in an IED explosion that left her with damage both internal and external, including multiple facial burn marks and a long scar that ran vertically down her left cheek from just below her eye.

Mitch didn’t seem to care. He said he liked her lack of makeup and the loose ponytail she tied her dirty blonde hair in. He told her that she was beautiful in a casual “I don’t give a crap” way, and she knew he wasn’t just blowing smoke.

And unlike her, he seemed to have total confidence that this would all work out, even if his work life was temporarily unsatisfying. When she had doubts about pressing ahead with the wedding under their current circumstances, he wouldn’t hear anything of it.

"We'll find a place you like," he had said just last night, "and we'll book it. It will be an amazing wedding, and you'll look back on it happily. All these momentary struggles will seem charming in retrospect.” 

And today, they'd found a place that she didn’t just like but loved. If they could make it work, she really wanted to get married here. Mitch came over, wrapped his arm around her waist, and stared out at the ocean with her.

“What are you thinking?” he whispered.

“I’m thinking that I love this place,” she whispered back, “but I’m not sure we can swing it.”

He squeezed her gently as he leaned in and gave her a kiss on the neck.

“Of course we can,” he told her. “I’ll work some more overtime at the studio. That’ll help make up any shortfall.”

“But you hate that job,” she said, looking up into his gray eyes.

“It’s temporary,” he insisted. “I’ll be part of the Los Angeles Police Department by February, and then we’ll be flush.”

“Mitch,” she replied, “it’s not like you being a cop is going to suddenly make us rich.”

“No, but remember, I won’t be coming in as a rookie,” he told her. “Because of my experience, I’ll be around midrange on the pay scale. And by the time we're ready for kids, I’ll be eligible for a promotion.”

“Kids?” she said, her eyes widening.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, “I didn’t mean to get ahead of myself there.”

“No, I like it,” she said. “You just took me by surprise a little.”

“How are we doing, folks?” Lorna asked pleasantly from across the room. “Are there any more questions I can answer for you?”

“I have one,” Mitch said, turning around, “what’s your availability like next spring?”

Lorna broke into a wide smile.

“Let’s take a look at the calendar downstairs in the office, shall we?” she offered.

As she led them to the stairs, Kat gave Mitch her patented “are you sure?” look and he responded with his familiar “of course I am” grin. They held hands as they followed Lorna down the stairs. When they reached the bottom, Kat’s phone buzzed with a reminder, and she glanced at it.

Suddenly, the joy drained from her body. The reminder was regarding an event she had in twenty-four hours, one that she dreaded, but could not avoid. She shoved the phone back in her purse, making sure that Mitch didn’t see it.

This was a happy moment, and she didn’t want to ruin it with the coming unpleasantness. There would be time for that later. Right now, she had to choose a wedding date.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Jessie tried not to be annoyed.

While it would have been vastly preferable to meet with Ava Martell’s husband at the police station or the morgue, she could understand why he wanted to have it at his office.

According to his assistant, who had set up the appointment, he claimed that it would be too overwhelming to talk to them in such a fraught environment. And as Harrison Buhner was currently a witness and not a suspect, they’d agreed to meet him somewhere he felt more comfortable, even if that was exactly the opposite of what they wanted.

But until he returned to town later this afternoon, they decided to pursue another task: confirming Nina Kirby’s alibi. The drive from the lawyer’s Brentwood office to the giant Century Court Hotel in Century City where her legal event took place was only fifteen minutes, so they headed over.

Kirby was sending Jamil and Beth in research the list of the other attendees at her table, as well as authorization to check her GPS data for last night and this morning. But even those things wouldn’t alone verify her alibi.

What if Kirby had left her table—and her phone—for a long stretch while she took a cab to find and kill her almost-client? It was a long shot, but until they could follow up with Ava’s husband, Kirby was their only credible lead.

Once they arrived, Ryan pulled into the driveway of the giant semi-circular hotel and flashed his badge to a valet, who directed him to a parking spot near the main doors. They got out and made their way into the enormous central lobby, with a giant chandelier hanging from a ceiling easily fifty feet high. They approached the concierge desk, where Ryan once again showed his police badge.

“How can I help you?” asked the gorgeous, raven-haired young woman, apparently unflustered by a detective flashing his badge. Tall and tan with sharp, angular features, she looked like she was taking a break from her modeling career to moonlight here.

“Yes, thanks,” Ryan said. “We understand that the hotel hosted a ‘Women in Law’ event yesterday evening?”

“That’s correct,” she said. “I think it was called “Breaking Through the Barrister Barrier.”

Jessie couldn’t help but smile at the title.

“We’d like to speak to the person who ran the event,” she said.

“That would be our senior event coordinator, Mary Portnoy,” the concierge said. “I can see where she is and have her meet you, if you like.”

“That’d be great,” Ryan said. “We’ll just wait over by that sofa.”

“Of course,” the concierge said.

They moved over to the couch and marveled at the opulence of the place, which Jessie had never been to.

“Maybe Kat and Mitch should consider this place for their wedding,” Ryan suggested, half-joking.

“Don’t even mention the idea,” Jessie warned. “Kat’s so stressed over the cost of everything that even playfully suggesting a place like this might make her burst into tears, that is if Kat Gentry was the ‘burst into tears’ type.”

Jessie felt for her friend. She’d even offered to help defray the cost of the celebration but was flatly rejected.

“This is my responsibility,” Kat had said with an intensity that surprised Jessie.

“But if your parents were still alive, you know they would have helped,” Jessie insisted. “Let me fill that gap.”

“Just buy me a nice gift,” Kat had told her. “Besides, I know you’ve got a fortune, but with all your medical bills, you should hold onto a little chunk of that change. Plus, what if you and Ryan decide to have kids? You’ll need that dough.”

Kat hadn’t known that she’d stumbled onto a sore spot and Jessie didn’t let on. She already felt pressure about starting a family from Ryan. She didn’t need to inadvertently let Kat in on the situation.

“You know,” Ryan muttered, snapping her out of her thoughts, “I wonder if we’re spinning our wheels here.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“We don’t have any kind of credible motive for Nina Kirby to do this,” he said. “it’s hard to imagine that she would kill Ava Martell just because she was iffy on hiring her to investigate her husband’s unusual spending.”

“Maybe not,” Jessie conceded, “and I’m sure that we’ll eventually uncover all kinds of incestuous connections among these neighbors, but for now, this is what we’ve got to work with.”

“Hello,” came a smooth, unhurried voice from behind them.

Jessie turned around to find herself facing an elegant, silver-haired woman in her fifties who was as tiny as the concierge was tall.

“Hi,” Jessie said, “Are you Ms. Portnoy?”

“Please, it’s Mary,” the woman said, extending her hand first to Jessie and then Ryan. “I understand that you have some interest in our event last night.”

“We do,” Ryan confirmed.

“Considering the organization you represent, I assume you’d like to discuss the matter in a more private environment.”

“That would be great,” he said.

“Perhaps we can go to the ballroom where the event was held,” Mary suggested. “It’s not being used right now.”

“Sure,” Ryan agreed, and they followed her to an elevator.

Once inside, Mary spoke in a hushed, cautious tone.

“I understand that you’re proceeding with discretion,” she began, “but the more you can share about what why you’re here, the greater help I can be. I certainly hope that nothing at our event last night ran afoul of the law. From my perspective it seemed like a smashing success.”

“No, Mary,” Ryan assured her, “we don’t have any issue with the event. Our questions are in regard to a specific participant. Does the name Nina Kirby sound familiar?”

Mary Portnoy smiled uncomfortably as the elevator doors opened and they stepped into the hall.

“It does,” she said, noting a man walking by in a suit and indicating that she would wait until they were alone again before responding. She led them to the Galaxy Ballroom, which she unlocked before opening the doors.

They all moved inside the space, which was thickly carpeted with a large section in the middle dedicated to a wooden floor, which Jessie assumed was for dancing at non-lawyer events. At the far end was a dais with a podium at the center.

“This ballroom can accommodate as many as 200 people,” she explained. “The event last night had 146 attendees, including the organizers and speakers. Other than that latter group, I didn’t interact with any individual more than Nina Kirby.”

“Is that good or bad?” Jessie wondered.

“I’d rather not frame the experience in those terms,” Mary replied. “Let’s just say that she was relentless in pursuit of her goals. She moved from table to table, seemingly trying to collect contacts and generate business opportunities. Normally that’s fine. After all, everyone was here to grease the wheels to an extent.”

“But?” Jessie asked leadingly.

“But she took it to another level,” Mary answered, shaking her head at the memory. “She would try to engage people in conversation while speakers were at the podium, when they clearly wanted to focus on the speech being made. And she was loud too, to the point of getting shushed multiple times. At one point, I had to pull her aside and plead with her to hold her conversations until speakers were done.”

“Did she?” Ryan asked.

“She would stop briefly,” Mary said, “but after a couple of minutes, she’d start up again. There were multiple complaints. Ultimately, after speaking with the event director, I warned her that if she couldn’t control her enthusiasm for inopportune communication, we’d have to return her payment and ask her to leave. That seemed to work. She held her tongue pretty well after that.”

“Do you remember her leaving for an extended stretch at any time?” Jessie pressed.

“No,” Mary said firmly. “Once she was on my radar, I had an eye on her pretty much the entire evening. I’d say that other than leaving for a few minutes for what I assume was a restroom break, she was there the whole time, making what I regret to say was quite a nuisance of herself. I actually made a note in the file to insist she not be invited next year. She was just too distracting.”

“Are you able to get us a copy of the guest list, including who sat at each table?” Ryan asked, even though Jamil was securing it from Kirby herself and it seemed moot after what they’d just been told.

“Certainly,” Mary told him. “I think there’s a copy in the annex office just outside. Give me a moment.”

After she walked off, Jessie spoke.

“Are you thinking that there might be some discrepancy between the list she’ll give us and the one we’ll get from Kirby?” she asked.

“I doubt it,” he conceded, “but I just want to cover all our bases.”

“Don’t you think it’s odd that the forceful but pleasant woman we spoke to earlier was such an unrelenting bulldog here last night?” Jessie wondered. “It almost sounds like a different person.”

“Maybe she was just being on her best behavior for the police when we talked to her,” Ryan mused.

“That’s certainly possible,” Jessie agreed. “But her attitude here seemed more alienating than productive. I can’t help but wonder why she’d risk it.”

Just then, both their phones rang. It was Jamil. Ryan answered his and put the call on speaker.

“Hey Jamil, you’re on speaker,” he said. “What’s up?”

“We had a few updates for you,” Jamil said. “First of all. Ava Martell’s phone was destroyed beyond repair. Since it had an eSIM card rather than a physical one, we have to get into her cloud account to access her data. That’s proving to be a longer process than we’d like.

“How long?” Jessie asked.

“Everyone is short-staffed because of the impending holiday,” Jamil explained. “With all the bureaucratic hurdles we’re trying to overcome, I doubt we’ll make any progress before tomorrow.”

Jessie tried not to let her frustration get the better of her. This wasn’t Jamil’s fault. And yet, she felt sure that if they could access Ava’s data, a whole new crop leads might open up.

“You said you had a few updates,” she reminded him. “What else is going on?”

“Right,” the head researcher said. “I wanted to let you know that Nina Kirby got in touch with us. She gave us the names of the people who sat at her table at the legal event. She also authorized us to check her phone and car GPS data, though not the content of the phone. She said that if we wanted that, it would require a separate approval, since there might be client confidentiality issues.”

“Okay,” Ryan said. “We’ll be sending you the list of event attendees from the venue momentarily. Please let us know if you notice any substantial differences between the two.”

“Will do,” Jamil promised. “By the way, we did a deeper background dive on Ava Martell’s husband, Harrison Buhner, and we found some interesting stuff.”

Like what?” Jessie asked.

“First of all, while he is a senior executive at the Deluxe Resorts and Hotels chain, he doesn’t seem to have much in the way of actual responsibility there. We found several articles that indicate that he was in middle management for much of his career, and that it was only after he married Martell that things changed. One article even suggested that he was elevated in the hopes that his wife’s modest celebrity and film contacts might mean the hotels could be used in upcoming film productions. I don’t know if that’s even relevant to your investigation, but it seemed notable.”

“Could prove interesting,” Ryan mused. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” Jamil replied, “according to some information that Beth uncovered, it appears that Buhner isn’t actually out of town.”

“What?” Ryan demanded. “Maybe you should have led with that, Jamil!”

Jessie shook her head in frustration, unable to disagree. Jamil was a genius, but he occasionally got so interested in particular trees that he forgot about the forest.

“I’m sorry,” Jamil said. “Now that I say it out loud, it seems obvious.”

“What did Beth find?” Jessie asked, hoping to move away from any conflict and get to the important stuff.

Beth, while not a human supercomputer like Jamil, had an incredibly sharp mind, which people tended to underestimate because she was an attractive, six-foot-plus former college volleyball star.

“I’ll let her explain,” Jamil said.

“Hey guys,” Beth said over speaker, “so we only just learned this. Buhner did attend the Deluxe Resorts biannual executive conference, which was held the last few days in Las Vegas. The overall meeting didn’t end until after a brunch event today, but it looks like Buhner flew out yesterday evening.”

“So he’s been here in L.A. since last night?” Jessie reconfirmed.

“From everything we can tell, yes,” Beth said. “We have details if you want.”

Just then, Mary Portnoy returned to the ballroom with a sheath of papers in her hand.

“We do,” Jessie said to the researchers, speaking more quietly into the phone now. “We’re just wrapping up here at the hotel. We’ll call you back from the car and you can fill us in on the rest.”

“Okay,” Beth said. Where are you going next?”

Jessie looked at Ryan and could tell that he was on board with her plan, even before she said it.

“We’re going to Buhner’s office,” she said. “He wants to meet at 3 p.m., but we’re not doing that. He’s on our timetable now.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Jessie was restless and she knew why.

This was her first real case in months, and she’d lost a valuable skill in the interim: patience.

As much as she and Ryan wanted to get to Harrison Buhner’s office immediately, it wasn’t possible. Even using the siren and beacon, it had taken them almost forty minutes to travel from Century City to the downtown L.A. headquarters of Deluxe Hotels and Resorts.

Normally she would pass that anxious time by reviewing the case with Ryan or mentally checking out to give her brain a little break. But on this drive over, she couldn’t make herself let go of the simmering anger she felt at Buhner’s deception.

She tried not to let it color her view of him too much. Maybe there was a miscommunication. Maybe he had a legitimate reason for misleading them. But it was hard to give the man the benefit of the doubt, when he’d already seemingly lied to them.

Ryan pulled up into a loading zone spot in front of the tower that housed Deluxe’s offices, passing a phalanx of TV trucks. Jessie suspected they were hoping to get a comment from the new widower to the daughter of the first couple of 90s American sitcoms. As Ryan put his LAPD placard on the dashboard, Jessie got out and headed for the front door. He jogged to catch up to her.

“Let’s not announce our visit,” she told him as they pushed through the revolving entrance doors. “I don’t want to give this guy any kind of heads up. And I don’t want to give him a chance to run.”

They were approaching the bank of elevators when they were met by a security guard who had dashed over to meet them.

“Hold on, folks,” said the guard, a thin guy in his thirties who didn’t look like he could secure much of anything, “I need you to go back and sign in at the front desk. Then we’ll want to confirm your appointment with whoever you’re visiting.”

Jessie worried Ryan might cave and explain where they were going and why, which could give Buhner warning if the guard called up to his office. But she should have known better.

“No,” Ryan said bluntly as they stepped in the just-arrived elevator, holding out his badge and ID as silent explanation. “We’ll sign in when we come back down.”

The doors closed on the befuddled face of the guard. Jessie turned and gave Ryan a firm kiss on the lips.

“What was that for?” he asked, pleasantly surprised.

“You’re the sweetest man I know,” she whispered, “but sometimes it gives me a little jolt when you’re more naughty than nice.”

He smiled sheepishly.

“Making a mental note of that,” he told her.

The elevator doors opened on the thirty-fourth floor of the thirty-five-story building, and they stepped out into the lobby, which was clearly designed to look like the reception area of one of their hotels. They moved toward one of the three front desk receptionists, who were all wearing Deluxe Hotels & Resorts uniforms.

“How may I help you?” asked the young woman with dark, curly hair and an aggressively bold smile plastered across her face.

“We’re here to see Harrison Buhner,” Ryan told her.

“Okay,” she said, typing on her keyboard, “and do you have an appointment?”

“We do, for 3 p.m.,” he replied.

“You’re a little early,” the receptionist, whose nametag read “Tina,” said, looking at the clock on the wall, which read 1:14 p.m.. “Why don’t I check in with his office and see when he’ll be available?”

“Actually, Tina,” Ryan countered, holding out his badge and ID, “we’d like to meet with him now.”

“Oh, okay,” Tina said, rattled. “Give me a moment and I’ll have his assistant come out and escort you there.”

“I think we’d prefer if you just led us directly there,” Ryan instructed. “I’m sure your co-workers here can handle the reception desk without you for a couple of minutes.”

“Of course,” Tina said as professionally as she could under the circumstances. “Please just follow me.”

As they did, Ryan looked at Jessie and gave her a little wink, an apparent nod to his “more naughty than nice” demeanor.

“Don’t get cocky,” she whispered, though she couldn’t fight off a small smile.

Tina led them through a series of hallways, past multiple glassed-in rooms that were supposed to appear sleekly modern but looked more like high-tech detention areas than offices. They eventually arrived at an area along the back of the thirty-fourth floor with an expansive view of the western half of Los Angeles.

A woman in her forties with glasses and gray hair tied in a bun sat at a small, glass desk outside the main office. Inside the office, a man Jessie recognized as Harrison Buhner sat at his desk, hunched over and on the phone, looking away from them. He was wearing a navy sport coat, a dress shirt without a tie, and casual tan slacks. 

“Gwen, these folks are here to speak with Mr. Buhner,” Tina said, before adding in a whisper, “they’re with the police.”

Gwen, whose bored, unruffled energy suggested that she’d seen it all and wasn’t the type who was easily flustered, raised her eyebrows ever so slightly.

“I thought you were coming at three,” she noted.

“We heard that Mr. Buhner was here now,” Ryan said, “so we figured he wouldn’t want to waste a moment that could be used helping us find his wife’s killer.”

Tina’s jaw dropped open. Apparently she didn’t know about Ava’s death.

“Okay,” Gwen said with a shrug, apparently not in the mood to be a guard dog for her boss. “Go on in. He’s on the phone with the funeral home right now.”

Ryan nodded and pushed open the glass door, holding it for Jessie, who walked in quietly.

“So you don’t even have her body yet?” Buhner asked the person on the phone, unaware that he had visitors. After listening for a moment, he continued. “I don’t understand why I have to be the one to identify her. Can’t someone else do it and then I’ll come to your facility once she’s there?”

“Why don’t you want to identify her body?” Ryan asked.

“Whoa!” Buhner shouted, nearly jumping out of his chair in surprise. “Who the hell are you?”

For the third time in the last few minutes, Ryan held out his badge and ID.

“I’m Detective Hernandez with the LAPD,” he answered. “This is my colleague, Ms. Hunt. We’re here about your wife.”

“I’ll have to call you back,” Buhner said into the phone and hung up without waiting for a response.

Then he glared at Ryan with red, puffy eyes. Jessie imagined that under other circumstances, the man would be handsome, with his brown hair tightly-shorn in a Caesar-style cut, and his square jaw and sculpted cheekbones. But not today.

“I thought you weren’t coming for another couple of hours,” he objected.

“We heard you were back in town,” Ryan said sharply. “Besides time is precious. We’re trying to solve your wife’s murder. You don’t mind, do you?”

“No, of course not,” Buhner replied unconvincingly.

“Why don’t you want to identify your wife’s body?” Ryan asked again.

Buhner appeared briefly bewildered before he was able to offer an answer.

“Ava’s my wife. I was told she was beaten to death. I’m afraid that if I see her like that, I’ll never be able to unsee it.”

The man looked haggard and drained to Jessie, though never having met him, she couldn’t tell if that was due to genuine grief or anxiety at the consequences of what he might have done to his wife.

“You won’t be able to,” Ryan assured him, “but it’s still your responsibility. And until you identify her, the medical examiner won’t even consider releasing her to your chosen funeral home. But I’m going to save you some time, Mr. Buhner, by telling you that your wife’s body isn’t going to be released today, or anytime soon for that matter.”

“Why not?” Buhner asked.

“Because she was murdered,” Ryan told him simply, “which means that an autopsy will be conducted if it hasn’t already. Her body won’t be released until we’ve determined that we have everything we need for our investigation.”

“So I don’t need to go then?” Buhner asked, sounding relieved.

Jessie couldn’t hold her tongue any longer.

“If you don’t do it, and with Ava’s parents dead and her having no siblings, then her assistant, Melinda, will probably have to,” she said. “Do you really want to make a twenty-three-year-old kid just out of college do something that is your obligation? Is that the kind of man you are, Mr. Buhner?”

The question was intended to unsettle him, but she genuinely wanted to know: was he reluctant to go identify his wife out of heartache, cowardice, or perhaps guilt?

“I didn’t think of it that way.” he said quietly. “I assumed I could send a recent photo or something. I had no idea they would make Melinda do it if I didn’t. Of course I’ll go.”

“That’s very noble of you,” Jessie said, intentionally keeping her tone neutral so Buhner couldn’t be sure if she was being sarcastic, “especially since you must be devastated.”

“Yes,” he agreed, latching onto her seeming sympathy, “and emotionally exhausted. I feel like I need to sleep but know I won’t be able to.”

“Well, as long as you’re awake,” Ryan replied, “why don’t you tell us about your last twenty-four hours? Maybe it will help us find out what happened to Ava.”

“Okay,” Buhner said, standing up and walking over to the loveseat in the corner of his office, where he plopped down again, “but there’s not really much to tell. I went to Las Vegas on Sunday for a big meeting of our company executives. It ran through today. I hadn’t seen Ava since I left town on Sunday afternoon.”

“You didn’t interact with her at all in the time you were gone?” Jessie pressed, not commenting on the fact that he had carefully avoided being specific about when he was actually in Las Vegas.

“I didn’t say that,” Buhner corrected. “I called her last night to see how she was doing and to let her know I’d be back this afternoon.”

“From Las Vegas?” Ryan confirmed, helping Buhner dig an even deeper hole for himself. 

“Uh-huh,” Buhner said, avoiding eye contact.

“So to be clear, you spoke to Ava yesterday evening when you called her from your work conference in Las Vegas?” Ryan asked turning the screws.

“Mm-hmm.”

“And what was she doing?” Ryan wondered.

“She said she had to go out and meet someone, but she wasn’t specific about the details,” Buhner said.

“This was when again?” Jessie asked.

Buhner pulled out his phone and looked at his call log.

“We talked at 5:16 p.m. for four minutes,” he said. “She told me she was getting set to head out in a few.”

“And she didn’t say who she was meeting or where?”  Ryan wanted to know.

“No.”

“Did that seem odd to you?” Jessie asked.

Buhner looked apprehensive, likely either due to his ongoing deception or because he was starting to wonder if he should have been more suspicious of Ava.

“No,” he said cautiously. “She has evening meetings all the time for her work. It’s pretty standard.”

“She wasn’t evasive about it?” Ryan pushed.

As they peppered him with questions Buhner’s head was bouncing between them like he was watching a ping-pong match.

“Not that I recall,” he said. “Why? Did this meeting have anything to do with her death?”

Jessie looked at Ryan, not to see whether he thought they should answer Buhner’s question, but to make sure he was on board with what she planned to do next. His subtle nod let her know he was. She smiled slightly, relieved and excited by how easily they fell back into their investigative repartee after months of not working together.

“Mr. Buhner,” she asked in a friendly lilt, setting him up for what was to come,” if you were in Las Vegas until today, why do we have a record of you returning to L.A. on a flight last night and of you paying to retrieve your car from a long-term parking garage a quarter mile from the airport? Can you explain that discrepancy?”




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Buhner’s jaw went slack. For a good five seconds, he was silent. When he spoke, his voice was unnaturally confident.

“Oh, that,” he said. “There was a miscommunication. I booked a flight for last night in case I wanted to come back early, but I didn’t end up taking it.”

“Records indicate you checked in at Harry Reid International Airport in Las Vegas,” Ryan told him.

“There must be some mistake,” Buhner insisted unpersuasively.

“And the car at the parking garage near LAX?” Jessie reminded him.

“Right,” he said, swallowing hard. “A friend asked if he could borrow it last night so I told him he could pick it up at the garage.”

“How did he get your keys?” Ryan wondered.

“I gave him a spare set,” Buhner said quickly. 

“I see,” Jessie noted, before deliver the coup de grace. “That’s weird because in the surveillance footage we got from the garage, your friend looks exactly like you. How do you explain that?”

Buhner’s face melted into a puddle of shame and panic. To his credit, he recovered quickly, replacing that expression with one of indignant offence.

“I’ve had just about enough of this,” he bellowed angrily. “My wife just died, and you are assaulting me with accusations. Here I am, tired and confused, and you are taking advantage of my vulnerable state to cast aspersions on my character. Do you know who I am? Do you realize where this kind of harassment could land you both?”

Jessie felt a twinge of pain in her head as his volume increased. For a moment she sensed the beginnings of nausea tickle her insides before quickly subsiding. She noticed Ryan staring at her with concern on his face and realized she must have cringed or otherwise revealed herself. She gave him a tight smile and turned her attention to Buhner.

“Mr. Buhner,” she said quietly and calmly, as if his outburst hadn’t happened. “I’m going to lay my cards on the table in order to save valuable time. We know you returned to Los Angeles last night, not today. We have all manner of proof. We are currently getting approval to look at the GPS data from both your phone and car, and possibly the content of your calls, texts, and e-mails. Our team is getting a court order to review your personal finances. You’ve already lied to us multiple times—and quite poorly—in the course of this interview. We have enough to take you downtown to Central Station on suspicion of murder.”

Buhner didn’t respond. Instead he stared at her, his eyes wide, his whole body tense.

“Take a breath, Mr. Buhner,” she suggested before continuing. “Now at this point you have two options. One, Detective Hernandez here can arrest you, read you your rights, and we can march you out of your own office in handcuffs. You’ll get to call a lawyer at the station and the whole unpleasant legal hamster wheel will start rolling. Do you want to hear option number two, Mr. Buhner?”

“Yes,” he said, nodding vigorously.

“Okay,” she said, her voice all warm honey now. “The alternative is that you come clean with us. Based on your ineptitude so far, if you killed your wife, we’re going to be able to prove it, and probably quite soon. You’ll want to get ahead of that. But if you didn’t murder Ava, and you’ve been lying to us for some other reason, now’s the time to say so. Because no matter how odious the secret that led you home last night is, unless it involves killing someone, honesty is the better policy. Right now, you’ve lied to law enforcement officials. That could be interpreted as impeding a murder investigation or it could be deemed the desperate act of a confused, grieving husband. How the rest of this story plays out is up to you.”

Then Jessie stopped, clasped her hands together, and waited. Ryan stood silently beside her. When Buhner, after an interminable pause, finally opened his mouth, she truly had no idea what he would say.

“If I tell you about another crime to avoid getting charged with this one, what happens?”

“That depends on the nature of the crime,” Ryan told him. “We can’t help you until we know more.”

“All right,” Buhner said lowering his head and looking at his feet, “Ava and I hadn’t been intimate much in the last few years. I couldn’t say why for sure, but it might have been because I asked her to get…more experimental. I think it kind of backfired and she became reluctant to do much of anything with me. I got frustrated.”

He stopped talking and Jessie wondered if he was having second thoughts about coming clean. She looked over at Ryan, who appeared on the verge of speaking, but she shook her head. There was more coming.

“So one day, about six months ago,” he continued, “I was outside our flagship hotel, just a few blocks from here, for a community outreach event where we did a clothing giveaway. This one woman, who was clearly a prostitute, came over and took a company t-shirt. She also propositioned me, said that if I ever wanted to do something nastier than hand out clothes, I should give her a call. She even wrote her number on my wrist. I laughed it off in the moment, what with the other execs right there. But I couldn’t get her out of my head. So I called.”

He paused again for interminably long time.

“Anyway, I don’t want to get into all the details,” he said quietly, “but I met up with her. And she was willing to do things I didn’t expect, didn’t even know I wanted. Certainly nothing that Ava would have ever considered participating in. It became a regular thing. I gave her a certain amount every week—cash only—to ensure that she was available when I wanted to meet. I found that I didn’t just like the acts themselves, but the dirtiness of it. There was nothing dirty about Ava but there was with this woman. I even liked the grimy parts like meeting in an hourly, fleabag hotel. I got off on all of it.”

“And that’s what you were doing last night?” Jessie asked, making sure to keep the judgement out of her voice.

“Yes,” Buhner admitted. “I did that a lot—said I was going to come back into town one day but return the night before so there would be fewer questions. I’d also go to meetings or events I didn’t care about and knew Ava wouldn’t attend, then I’d leave early to do this. So when I called Ava last night, I was actually at the Vegas airport, waiting to board my flight back here to meet with the prostitute.”

“Do you think Ava had any idea what you were doing?” Ryan asked.

“No way,” Buhner insisted. “Ava wasn’t the type to hold her tongue when she had something to say, especially for something like that. If she had known, she would have crushed me, right before serving me with divorce papers. That’s one of the reasons I always used protection. If I ever got something and gave it to her, she’d know something was up.”

He was quiet for a second before adding, “and of course, I didn’t want to expose her to any diseases.”

“Of course not,” Ryan nearly spat, “you’re a real hero.”

Jessie shared her husband’s distaste for the man. The way he spoke, she had doubts about whether he’d ever loved Ava at all. Had he only married her for her parents’ fortune? Had he killed her for it? Even if he was innocent of murder, he was guilty of being a scumbag. She did her best to set aside the disdain she felt and stay focused on getting answers.

“So that’s what the unaccounted $34,000 was for?” she asked, hoping to steer clear of Ryan’s snideness, which she feared might shut Buhner down.

“Yes,” he said, surprised. “How did you know about that?”

“We’ll need to confirm all of this,” she replied, pointedly not answering him. “What’s the woman’s name?”

Buhner hesitated for a second before muttering, “Daisy Sunshine.”

Jessie turned to Ryan, making sure not to betray any emotion that Buhner might pick up on.

“Maybe we can have Gaylene Parker check with her old unit,” she suggested. “If this woman worked out of the downtown area near Central Station, she’s bound to be familiar to some of the folks from Vice.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Ryan agreed, before looking back at Buhner. “All right, let’s go.”

“Where?” the man asked.

“The station,” Ryan told him.

“Wait,” Buhner pleaded. “I told the truth. I thought you said you wouldn’t arrest me.”

“We’re not formally arresting you,” Ryan said, “At least not for solicitation. We wouldn’t pursue a case like that if you weren’t caught in the act anyway. But we are asking you to come in voluntarily, without cuffs on your wrists. We’re doing that for the sake of your wife’s memory—to avoid the inevitable rumors and whispers that might be sidestepped if your story holds up. But if you object, then I will arrest you. And I’ll drag you down these halls if I have to.”

“No, I’ll come,” Buhner said, and then he began to cry.

Suddenly Jessie felt nauseated again, but this time, it was for a very different reason.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Rhett Kirby was in full-on charm mode.

He knew that a small part of that was attributable to the two mixed drinks he’d had, but he felt confident that most of it was a natural byproduct of his own personal magnetism. And while he tried not to be a jerk about it, he knew his broad shoulders, square jaw, and friendly smile didn’t hurt either.

He’d need all his powers, both personal and physical, to be on full display, especially tonight. After all, this evening’s get-together wasn’t just intended as a small, pre-Thanksgiving party for neighborhood friends, it was also another opportunity to mingle with potential new clients for his law firm. As far as he was concerned, every conversation was a chance to secure another billing.

Of course, tonight was proving especially challenging on that front, although it was for a very good reason. When he and his wife and law partner, Nina, had scheduled this little shindig last week, they couldn’t possibly have known that it would fall on the same day that one of their neighbors and friends, Ava Martell, was found murdered.

They’d briefly considered cancelling the event, but ultimately decided that life had to go on, as did business. And for a little while at least, he was heartened when he realized that people were using the soiree as a chance to reminisce about Ava. She was certainly deserving of the affection everyone had for her, even if the people here all seemed to suddenly be claiming that they had been besties with her. Very convenient.

But after an hour of that, and even though he felt guilty about it, Rhett found himself getting mildly annoyed. Ava was all anyone would talk about, which made it incredibly hard to segue into conversations about wills and trusts and real estate transactions.

He felt borderline heartless, especially since his wife had been one of the last people to spend quality time with Ava before her passing. Nina was doing okay with it, at least on the surface.

She was across the drawing room, immersed in an involved conversation with Charlotte Stevenson, who was known to be both extremely wealthy and a generous patron of the arts. If she had money to give away, Rhett thought that some of it might reasonably be spent on Kirby & Kirby Law Partners.

Again, he was overcome by a wave of guilt, bordering on self-disgust, at how willing he was to use what was essentially a wake as a professional networking opportunity. But this enormous house, in all its grandeur, wouldn’t pay for itself. Nor would it cover the cost of the catering company tonight. Or their cars. Bills would come due. So he shook off the invisible cloak of shame and plowed ahead.

He caught sight of Gabriella Silva selecting a passed hors d’oeuvre from a waiter and decided that she was as good a place to start as any. Gabriella, or Gabby, as she liked to be called, lived just two blocks away.

Recently divorced, she had apparently done well in the settlement, getting the mansion and an eye-popping alimony payment. Rhett walked over to her, feeling the confidence emanate off him. He tried to channel that energy because he really needed to snag her business. 

“Enjoying the treats, Gabby?’ he asked.

She swallowed the last of her bite before responding.

“Maybe a little too much,” she admitted. “This cheese is decadent. What is it?”

“To be honest, I have no idea,” he said. “Nina planned the menu with the caterer. I just nodded at all her suggestions.”

“Maybe if my ex had done a little more of that, we’d still be together,” she replied.

“Is that what you would have preferred?” Rhett asked, pretending to care.

“Not really,” she conceded. “I prefer the house to him, all things being equal.”

“It is a fantastic house,” he told her. “In fact, calling it a house feels like an insult.”

“Thanks, Rhett,” she said, beaming at the compliment. “Your place isn’t too shabby either. I actually heard it was for sale from someone earlier tonight but not by you. Does that mean you’ve been renting?”

Rhett felt the embarrassment wash over him and prayed that his face wouldn’t turn red. If people knew the truth and were chatting about it, that would undermine all of his and Nina’s efforts. They couldn’t look like part-timers.

“We are renting, but only technically,” he said, hoping he sounded blasé. “This place was available, so we snapped it up while we looked around. But we fell in love with it, so we decided to buy. But you know how things work. Jenica, the realtor, has to officially put it on the market, so we’re going through this charade until we make the thing formal. I probably shouldn’t have even said that much. Jenica would have to deny it if asked. I hope you’ll keep this quiet, Gabby. If word gets around, it could scuttle the whole thing.”

Gabby looked at him curiously, as if she was deciding whether to take what he was saying seriously. After a moment she seemed to give an internal shrug.

“Of course,” Gabby said. “Discretion is my middle name. Actually, it’s Marta but you take my point.”

“Thanks,” he said, wiping his hand across his brow in mock relief. “It’s hard enough to maintain a thriving firm these days when you’re new-ish to town without those kinds of complications.”

She nodded sympathetically, which he took as a sign that now was the time to transition into his pitch.

“You know, Nina and I have had to deal with the double pain of losing Ava. Not only is a dear friend gone, but she was about to sign on with us to help her with some very sensitive work. I only wish we could have helped her before this happened.”

“Are you saying that Ava’s death had something to do with what you were going to do for her?” Gabby asked, shocked.

“I have no evidence to that effect,” Rhett said, his tone suggesting otherwise. “I’m sure they were completely unrelated, though I guess we’ll find out at some point soon. The LAPD put that famous profiler, Jessie Hunt, on the case, In fact, Nina talked to her earlier today, offering her insights. With Hunt onboard, I’m sure we’ll get resolution soon.”

“I hope so,” Gabby said, “because this whole thing has been terrible. In fact, I’d just as soon stop talking about it. Do you mind if we change the subject?”

“Of course not,” he said, though he did mind.

“I see you’ve got a lovely collection of framed prints along the hallway walls,” she said, walking over to one. “Are those yours or did they come with the place when you moved in?”

“They were here already, but we’re thinking of adding to them,” Rhett lied.

“Which is your favorite?” Gabby asked.

“I’m partial to that one,” Rhett told her pointing at one of the few he’d looked up for just this sort of situation. “I’m a big admirer of Baskwat’s work.”

Gabby looked at him oddly but said nothing. He wondered if he’d somehow made a mistake. Her expression suggested that he might have. He could feel that he was beginning to sink into a pit of self-doubt and ordered himself to stop. He needed to salvage this situation.

“Anyway, I’ve always been more of a literature fan than an art aficionado,” he told her, feeling the flop sweat appear out of nowhere. “What’s your favorite classic novel, Gabby?”

“I don’t know,” she said in a tone that told him he’d lost her. “I think I’m going to get another drink before I have to head out. There’s a fundraising event at the Miramar that I need to make an appearance at.”

“Of course,” he said, nodding vigorously while fighting the urge to help. That would only seem more desperate. “Everything is top shelf.”

She smiled politely and stepped away. Rhett gritted his teeth as he watched her go. He’d screwed this up. The charm offensive had failed miserably. Maybe he shouldn’t have been surprised. After what happened with Nina and Ava at their meeting yesterday, he was feeling so much pressure that he was bound to make a mistake.

He still remembered how torn up Nina had been when she called to tell him. She’d been paying for lunch when her credit card was rejected. Then another one was. She’d brought the wrong purse, so she didn’t have any of the other six cards available to use. Ava had noticed and it had clearly put her off because she said she was leaning against hiring them to run the investigation of her husband.

It was devastating. The retainer was going to be $10,000, Between that and the upcharges for forensic accountants and private investigators, they could have easily bled her for double that, enough to keep them fluid for at least a few more weeks. But now they were nearly flat broke, with red ink everywhere.

They had $280 in their checking account. And between their various loans and credit cards, they were easily $170,000 in debt. His Tesla was to be repossessed on Friday. Nina’s Rivian SUV probably had until Monday. It was true that this house was for sale. It was also true that they were two months late on the rent and were going to be forcibly removed at the end of this month, eight days from now, unless they paid it all back before then.

Things were beyond dire. Sure, Nina seemed to be hitting it off with Charlotte Stevenson. But he’d struck out with Gabriella Silva. Worse, he’d seemed desperate, which was the worst possible sin.

Well, maybe not the worst.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Murder was a greater sin, of course. Rhett would have to come to terms with that, considering that for the first time in his life, he’d committed one. He didn’t want to, but he really had no choice.

When Nina informed him that she was sure Ava would tell everyone about the lunch incident, she was beside herself, beyond consolation. Everything that they had worked so hard for was about to go up in smoke.

So, he made a decision—one that he would not have thought himself capable of twenty-four hours earlier. He called Ava and asked if he could speak to her. He just wanted a chance to explain and plead Kirby & Kirby’s case. She’d been reluctant but eventually, after multiple calls from him, she relented. They agreed to meet at Veterans Park, where he told her he planned to go for a run after their meeting. But that wasn’t true.

He was only there to change Ava’s mind and hoped that saying he was running afterward would make him seem relaxed, unconcerned. Ava had come at 6 p.m. and they parked in the small lot outside the entrance to the park. It was technically closed at this hour, but no one had come by to close the gate yet. He pleaded his case.

“It looks like Nina was the victim of identity theft,” he lied once they were both out of their cars. “Thank goodness she was having lunch with you, or it might have been hours before we discovered it. She’s spent the whole afternoon trying to resolve this, which is why I agreed to come in her place. And truth be told, though she’d never admit it, I think she was embarrassed at how it looked. She didn’t know what you must think of her.”

“Oh gosh,” Ava replied noncommittally.

“I know,” Rhett said conspiratorially. “I told her you’d understand but she was past that point. By then she was consumed with protecting all our stuff. One great thing you’ll learn about Nina as we all work together—once she commits to something, she’s like a dog with a bone. Right now, she’s doing that with all our accounts. She’ll be the same way with you. Even in the middle of all this, she asked me to start looking up private investigators to check into your husband.”

“That must be really hard, Rhett,” she replied, “and it explains a lot. But to be honest, I think it would be best if you guys just focus on your situation right now. I don’t want to add to your stress with my issues.”

“It’s not stressful,” he assured her, sensing that she was trying to squirm out and trying to think of how best he could squeeze her back in. “In fact, having something meaningful to focus on would help us both. We do better when we’re fixating on other people’s problems.”

Ava paused for several seconds before finally saying, “Like I said to Nina, I just don’t think it’s going to work out.”

He sighed sadly, partly hoping it would make her feel guilty but mostly using the pause to come up with a solution to this unsolvable problem. He pictured vans coming to take away their possessions, process servers handing them lawsuits in public places, and police coming to forcibly remove them from their home. That couldn’t happen.

“I hate to pull this card, Ava, but with all this mess, we could really use the extra income, just in case it takes a while to clear everything up,” he said solemnly. “What do you say—want to help a neighbor—a friend— out?”

Ava looked as awkward as he felt but she stuck to her guns.

“I think it’s best to go another way,” she told him. “I’m sorry, Rhett.”

“I’m sorry too,” he said, realizing that not only were they losing this business but almost certainly whatever remained of their reputation in the community. Ava was sure to blab about the lunch, as well as this encounter. He envisioned shame, bankruptcy, and possibly, prison. The thought of that last potentiality made his vision go black for a second.

When it cleared up, he knew what had to be done. There was no other choice. He looked at Ava and she must have understood what he was thinking from his eyes. She moved quickly to her car, clearly fighting the urge to break into a run.

“Ava, please,” he’d begged, hating how plaintive he sounded. “We can make this work.”

But she was already getting in the front seat. He started toward her but heard the doors lock. As fast as he could, he hurried back to his car. She started up hers a moment before he did and punched the gas. But he was faster and managed to cut her off as she attempted to leave the parking lot. He saw the look of fear on her face but knew it was too late to turn back now.

She hit reverse and to his surprise, turned and drove on the dirt road into the park. He followed, pulling up next to her, his wheels more on the grass than the road. She looked over at him and startled, lost control for a second, almost veering off the road.

She managed get the vehicle back on course and punched the accelerator, shooting ahead of him. He was just about to do the same when she hit a small bump in the road. Her car immediately shot to the left, headed straight for an embankment. Rhett waited for her to adjust but there wasn’t enough time.

Ava careened into the embankment hard. Rhett hit his brakes and waited with bated breath to see what would happen next. It didn’t take long. Ava shoved open the driver’s side door and dashed out, headed farther into the park. After a few steps she stumbled and fell to the ground, apparently disoriented.

Rhett was about to get out too when he glanced to his right. On the floor of the passenger seat was the crystal vase that Nina had asked him to get for their neighborhood get-together the following night. She planned to fill it with a variety of different-colored roses.

He grabbed it and jumped out, racing after Ava. She was upright again but it was obvious that the collision with the embankment had left her shaky and confused. Before he had even gotten to her, she stumbled down by the trunk of a tree. She must have sensed him there because she rolled over and looked up at him. Her eyes were both cloudy and full of terror.

“Please,” she begged.

He thought he would feel sympathy, but to his surprise, he was consumed by rage. Where was her compassion when he was pleading with her only moments earlier? Just as had happened so often before in his life, when he scraped and clawed his way to the mountaintop only to be kicked back down by people with more money and power, she had rejected his one simple request without so much as a second thought. Sympathy was a two-way street.

Charged up with adrenaline and fury, he grabbed the top of the vase, clutched it tight, and brought it down hard. He made solid contact with her right temple. She cried out in pain as she rolled over onto her stomach. But that just exposed the back of her head.

He swung the vase down with all his might. It landed on the back of her skull. He thought he heard a crack. It was satisfying. He did it again and nailed her in the same spot. This time he heard more of a crunching sound. He swung the vase down twice more with equal force. By the last blow, her skull felt spongy.

Ava’s cries had turned to moans. He wanted to strike her again, but his fingers were slippery with sweat and his arms were starting to shake. He wasn’t sure he had the strength left and yet he couldn’t leave her like this, groaning softly in the park. It was supposedly closed but what if someone came by? What if she said his name? He had to shut her up. And then he had a thought.

In the trunk of the car were the groceries he’d picked up earlier, again at Nina’s intense insistence. Among them was a roll of plastic wrap. He hurried over to the car, popped the trunk, and grabbed the wrap. Then he returned to Ava.

It occurred to him that he had not touched her at any point. If he was careful with the wrap, he could avoid getting his fingerprints on it. He opened the wrapping package and used a tissue to pull it loose. Then he proceeded to wrap the stuff around Ava’s head, circling her bloody skull at least a dozen times before using the package’s teeth to rip it free. He could no longer hear her.

That would have to do. Someone might come by at any minute. Someone might lock the gates to the park. He had to go. He was about to pick up the vase when he noticed Ava’s phone lying next to it on the grass.

It had a record of their calls and texts. He thought about taking it but worried that someone might be able to track it to him. But he couldn’t just leave it here as evidence. So he did the only thing he could of: he grabbed the vase and smashed it into the phone repeatedly until the thing was unrecognizable. Now maybe someone would think it had been destroyed in the crash.

With that done, he returned to his car without looking back, threw the stained vase and the wrapping in the trunk, and slammed it shut. He got in the car and turned around, making sure not to turn on his headlights. To his relief, he found that the main gate was still up. He left the parking lot and waited until he was halfway down the road to turn on his headlights.

He held off until he was halfway home before dumping the crystal vase in a dumpster behind a strip mall. He went another quarter mile before doing the same with the plastic wrap packaging. It was only after both tasks were complete that allowed himself to think about what he’d done. He’d killed, or come very close to killing, another person.

In the moment, he’d been fully committed, full of power and purpose about what needed to be done. But now, as he rushed home while still trying to carefully follow every traffic law, the frenzy of righteous anger had faded, replaced by apprehension about what clues he might have left behind.

He set that aside in his mind, as there was nothing to do about it now. In its place a new thought emerged—had he really needed to take such drastic action? Would Ava really have said anything?

The truth was that he just couldn’t take that chance. Their entire livelihood, perhaps even their freedom, depended on their credibility in the community. And Ava threatened that.

He didn’t want to harm her, but she left him no choice. Nina had been in a state over the whole lunch thing and on the verge of melting down. What kind of husband would he have been if he hadn’t come to her rescue?

So he drove home to her, where she was waiting with Chinese takeout, wine for her and a beer for him, and the Monday Night Football game already on the TV for him. She was doing her best not to let her terrible day ruin his. He had, in the most awful way possible, returned the favor.

And now, looking across the drawing room of their house at her, he could tell that he'd done the right thing. As shocked as Nina was when she'd learned about Ava's murder, Rhett suspected that some part of her was relieved too. There was no way she could have held court with Charlotte Stevenson at tonight's party if the fear of Ava's revelation had been hanging over her head. 

But now they were in potential danger again. Between his home sale lie and whatever art mistake he’d made, his conversation with Gabby Silva had gone horribly awry. If she started to gossip about his errors, she could undo their future too.

They were teetering on the edge of a cliff and Gabby had the power to push them over. And though he was appalled at himself for even thinking it, he couldn’t help but wonder if he might be able to prevent that outcome.

He grabbed a glass of Merlot from a passing waiter and took a slow sip, pondering just how far he was willing to go.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Hannah stood outside the Omega Sigma fraternity house, trying to look casual, worried she was failing miserably.

She wanted to give off the vibe that she was just there for a good time and not to potentially take the whole place down. But the animosity she felt simmering just below the surface was threatening to bubble over. She had to chill.

She walked over to a small fountain a few paces past the frat house, sat down, and pulled out her makeup mirror, pretending to look herself over. Instead, she used the opportunity to take several long, slow, meditative breaths.

She couldn’t go into this endeavor charged up. If she was going to find out what happened, then these guys, and everyone else at the house, needed to believe she was there to party, with no hidden agenda.

She thought she looked the part. Even though it was November and on the chilly side, she had decided to dress to impress, or at least draw the attention of college boys. She didn’t want any trouble getting in.

She chose to go with tight, faded jeans, and a black crop top that revealed the stomach she worked out assiduously to maintain. She was tall and lean, which she knew wouldn’t hurt, nor would how she let her blonde hair fall loosely just below her shoulders.

She put the makeup mirror back in the crossbody mini bag that hung strategically across her chest and headed for the frat house entrance. As she approached the line to get in, she reminded herself to stay focused on her reason for being there: to help Eliza.

She’d only known Eliza Dempsey for two months. But the two of them, who lived on the same residence hall floor, had hit it off after quickly discovering they had the same taste in clothes and a shared affinity for microwave-friendly spicy miso ramen noodle soup.

Eliza, or Lizzie, as she liked to be called, was dark-haired and pale, with a quiet demeanor and a sweet smile. She was easy to like but hard to get to know. She seemed to intentionally keep conversations on the surface level, so much so that Hannah began to wonder what was hiding underneath.

But she didn’t push. Instead they mostly just hung out watching terrible reality shows and studying for the one class they shared. It was only last week, almost two full months into school, when Lizzie finally shared something intimate. And it was a whopper.

“Your sister is Jessie Hunt, right?” she had asked while they sat in a sound-proofed study room in the library, not making much progress on their Critical Reading and Rhetoric papers.

“Yeah, why?” Hannah asked guardedly.

“Sorry to pry but I’ve read about some of your family stuff in the papers, how you helped rescue her when she was kidnapped by that crazy woman, Andrea Robinson, last spring,” Lizzie said, struggling to get to the point. “It made me wonder if maybe you could help talk me through an issue I’ve been having.”

Relieved that her new friend wasn’t going to press her for the gory details of her pre-college life, Hannah smiled.

“Sure, I can try,” she said.

“I’d ask if you can keep this just to yourself,” Lizzie said, “But I feel like you might find that insulting.”

“Listen, Lizzie,” Hannah assured her, “whatever you say is just between us. I mean, I can’t promise that I won’t suggest you share it in the future, depending on what it is, but if you’re worried about me blabbing, don’t. That’s not my style.”

“I figured,” Lizzie said, visibly relieved. “Okay, so here’s the thing. When I was in high school, I wasn’t as quiet as I am now. I wouldn’t say I was a party animal, but I was more social for sure. I started dating this guy in the fall. His name was Daniel. He was on the lacrosse team. We broke up after winter break and it was kind of ugly, at least on his part.”

“How so?” Jessie wondered.

“After a while, I just thought our relationship was marking time, you know,” Lizzie explained. “It wasn’t like it was going anywhere, and I didn’t want to be tied down to him every weekend of my senior year if I didn’t feel strongly about him. So I ended things, although I was nicer than that when I told him. I just said I thought we’d grown apart and each deserved to have some freedom for the rest of senior year.”

“And he didn’t take it well?”

“In the moment he seemed to be okay,” Lizzie said, “but about a week later, I started getting nasty notes in my locker and online, calling me a slut, saying I was a cheater.”

She paused for a moment, clearly needing to compose herself.

“I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Hannah said, both because she meant it and wanted to let Lizzie regroup.

“Thank you,” she said, before moving on. “I could never tie it to Daniel for sure, but some of the messages—online especially—referenced details that could only have come from him. I’m not saying he wrote the comments, but whoever did had clearly talked to him or someone he knew.”

“So what did you do?”

“I confronted him, but he denied it and accused me of doing it myself to get sympathy, so he’d get back together with me.”

“Okay, so what did you do next?” Hannah asked, doing her best to keep her growing irritation with this Daniel guy in check.

“What do you mean?”

“Did you go to the school administration?”

Lizzie shook her head vigorously.

“No way,” she answered. “That would have just made things worse. It was already getting around school but that would have blown the whole thing up. And since I didn’t think they’d be able to prove anything, I decided it wasn’t worth it, so I just rode the year out, knowing I’d be gone in a few months.”

“Did that work?”

“It wasn’t fun, but I managed,” Lizzie said. “Things calmed down over the summer and I felt like I got a fresh start here. Until a couple of days ago.”

“What happened?” Hannah asked, although she already had an idea.

“I started getting the messages again,” she said. “One was taped to the whiteboard outside my dorm room. Another was slipped under the door. I found one under the wiper blade of my car. That’s what really freaked me out the most. Whoever is doing this knows my car, Hannah!”

“And the language is similar?” Hannah asked, doing her best to keep cool so Lizzie would too.

“I mean, they reference me supposedly cheating on my ex. They used his name. They even used the lame nickname someone came up with for me online back in senior year. They did a tweak on Eliza Doolittle, calling me Eliza Do Everything.”

“That is lame,” Hannah agreed, “and kind of dated too.”

“Our spring musical was My Fair Lady, which made it painfully easy to come up with,” Lizzie explained. “But these messages are taking it a step further than the ones from high school.”

“What do you mean?” Hannah asked.

“A couple of them said things like ‘you’ll get what’s coming to you.’”

Hannah kept her expression neutral so as not upset her new friend more than necessary.

“Okay, that goes beyond harassment, Lizzie,” she told her. “That’s a threat. Did you keep the notes?”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t want to just take them to campus police so they can figure this out?” Hannah asked.

“I was hoping that you could figure it out,” Lizzie conceded. “That way we could handle it, you know, informally.”

Hannah wasn’t sure what she could do—at least legally—without the authority of the school behind her. But for now, she decided to stick to Lizzie’s request.

“I’ll do the best I can,” she said, focusing on what they knew for sure. “One thing seems certain at least. All the details in these new messages definitely suggest that whoever is behind them either went to your school or knew someone who did,” Hannah noted.

“I thought the same thing,” Lizzie told her, “so I tried to go through all the freshmen here who went to my high school. The problem is that my school was here in Orange County so there are a lot of them. I might be forgetting some, but I counted fourteen.”

“I’ll double check that,” Hannah said, slipping into the private investigator mode that had defined much of her summer, when she worked with Kat Gentry. “How many of those fourteen did you know?”

“Maybe half, but it’s not like I was super close to any of them,” she said. “That’s why I chose a roommate I didn’t already know. I didn’t feel friendly enough with anyone from school to pair up with them. Plus, like I said, I wanted a fresh start. My roommate, Bellamy, is from the Bay Area, which is fine by me.”

Hannah sat quietly for a moment, sifting through possibilities for how best to proceed.

“Do you know if any of those fourteen students were close with your ex?” Hannah asked.

“None jumped out at me, but Daniel and I didn’t have overlapping friend groups so I could be missing someone.”

“Okay, I’m going to help you get to the bottom of this,” Hannah said before realizing her tone was somewhat presumptuous, “assuming that really is what you want.”

“Yes,” Lizzie said, “that’s why I brought it up. I can’t handle this hanging over my head, and I thought that maybe you could look into it in a way that didn’t draw as much attention as I would. And I really want to avoid involving the authorities if we can.”

“That will be a last resort,” Hannah assured her. “I’ll get started right away, confirming your count of students from high school. Then we’ll reconvene to go over them again and make sure you’re not forgetting a connection or something. Of course, we have to prepare for the possibility that it’s not even someone from your high school. Those people might be the source of the gossip, but anyone could have taken that info and run with it. If that’s the case, we’ll have to widen the scope of things. We don’t want to get tunnel vision.”

Lizzie looked at her with a relieved, grateful smile before her brow suddenly furrowed.

“Of course, I’ll pay you,” she said.

“Absolutely not,” Hannah told her. “We’re friends.”

“But it sounds like this could be a lot of work.”

“I’m a double major in Criminology and Psychology, remember,” Hannah pointed out. “This is what I want to do for a living, solve crimes and get justice for people like you. Consider this field study.”

That got a giggle from Lizzie, which was one of the few times Hannah saw her smile that freely from then on. Over the course of the next week, she got several more notes, even as they did their research. Hannah wanted to set up a camera in the dorm hallway but there was nowhere to put one where it wouldn’t be seen. The notes on the car had stopped, but only because Hannah instructed Lizzie to start parking in a covered lot with better video surveillance. The perpetrator must have realized it was too risky to try that again.

They had more luck with the students who had attended Lizzie’s high school. It turned out there were actually sixteen alums currently enrolled as freshmen at UC Irvine, seven of whom could be tied to Lizzie’s ex in more than just a casual way. Five had shared classes with him senior year, three had attended school with him all the way back to their elementary years, and two joined him on a summer school trip to Chile after sophomore year.

But as Hannah had discovered earlier this morning, only one person—Finn Anderton—met all three of those criteria, along with one more that Lizzie hadn’t been aware of. Finn was also on the lacrosse team, though a broken ankle kept him out of competition, and away from several social events, for part of the year. Lizzie only knew him in passing.

But he was here at UC Irvine. In fact, he lived in the same residence hall as them. He was on the first floor, while Lizzie and Hannah were on the third. And for Hannah’s purposes tonight, he was also a pledge at Omega Sigma fraternity, whose house she was in line to enter right now.

Omega Sigma didn’t have the best history on campus when it came to treatment of female students. In the last decade, there had been five allegations of inappropriate behavior made against members or pledges. Three were verified, including one involving harassment and “slut-shaming” of a member’s ex-girlfriend. In fact, the fraternity had only just gotten off a year of probation starting this semester. Hannah aimed to see just how much they’d reformed.

She was almost to the front of the line, which was a good thing, considering that she was freezing in her skimpy top. She looked at her phone. It was 10:30 p.m. and the party seemed to be just starting. An old school trip-hop song with heavy bass was rattling the windows and raucous voices could be heard inside.

Two girls in front of her were being given a hard time by the frat guy at the door letting people in.

“We have to wait for some people to leave to let new ones in,” he claimed.

But Hannah was dubious. She’d seen him scrunch up his face in distaste when the girls, who apparently didn’t fit the beauty profile he was after, weren’t looking his way.

Just then, Hannah caught sight of four girls walking out a side door and saw that the gatekeeper did too. But instead of letting the girls in front of her in, he went a different way.

“You know, it could be a while,” he told them. “Maybe you should try a different party for now and come back later when the wait isn’t so long.”

His pathetic attempt to send them elsewhere was clumsily transparent, but since the girls hadn’t seen the others leave, they didn’t pick up on the ploy. Hannah, however, wasn’t having any of it.

“Actually, four people just left, all female,” she said, pointing at the group of girls stumbling away, “so there’s no reason that me and my friends can’t go in now.”

The frat guy and the girls all looked surprised by her comment.

“You’re with them?” he asked incredulously. “You weren’t talking to them.”

“So what?” she demanded. “Sometimes my mind drifts. Now can you please open the door, so we don’t freeze out here? That is, unless you have some other excuse to keep us out. Do you?”

Hannah waited silently for an answer.

The frat guy blinked uncomfortably at her challenging tone but couldn’t think of a legitimate reason to object.

After several awkward seconds during which he hemmed and hawed incoherently, he finally opened the door, marking each of their wrists with a green stamp.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Once inside, the two girls, one blonde and the other brunette, both a little on the heavy side, gave her hugs.

“That was awesome,” the blonde said excitedly. “You totally crushed that guy.”

“I was just tired of being cold,” Hannah replied.

“Still, he looked like he was about to cry,” the brunette said. “We have to get you a drink for that.”

“I thought they were free,” Hannah replied.

“They are, but have you seen the line?” the brunette said, pointing at a queue of people easily thirty long that snaked from a front room and down a long hallway that stretched back the length of the house.

“That’s okay,” she said. “I’m good for now, but you guys enjoy.”

“You can still hang with us if you want,” the blonde offered.

“Thanks,” Hannah told her, already moving off. “Maybe later. Right now I’m going to look for a guy I know here.”

She headed off into the crowd before they could ask any additional questions. As she pushed her way through the mass of bodies, she noted that the house, a pleasantly modern if antiseptic three-story structure, looked like it might have once been quite a nice place to live. But it was in rough shape now, with paint peeling off walls that had dents in them and a stairwell that was missing so many balusters that she was worried it might topple over at any moment.

Despite everything she’d been through, from a kidnapping to attempts on her life to hiding in safe houses, she found herself oddly nervous. Because of the constant chaos she’d endured, she hadn’t been to a ton of parties in high school, and this was her first time attending a real fraternity party. She had to contain the desire to pull out her can of pepper spray and keep her finger on the trigger.

She bobbed and weaved among the revelers until she got to the front room, where the bar was set up in one corner, Several couches had been pushed along the walls to create a makeshift dance floor, which was packed. The floor was sticky with spilled beer. Sweat flew everywhere and Hannah could feel horniness and desperation wafting through the room.

She scanned faces, realizing that finding Finn Anderton might be tricky in this environment. Of course, she knew what he looked like from his official school photos and social media accounts, but she hadn’t ever seen him in person.

She’d tried to track him down but as she’d only established him as a suspect today and the school had almost 30,000 students, it was no easy task. She’d even knocked on his first-floor dorm room twice but got no answer. The second time, earlier this afternoon, a girl walking by said that he was prepping for the party at the frat house, and probably wouldn’t be back at all today.

So now Hannah was reduced to studying every male face in the dark, claustrophobic house, which she feared might crumble if too many people leaned against the walls at once. She was just about to reluctantly ask someone wearing a t-shirt with the fraternity’s Greek letters for help when she caught sight of Anderton.

He was one of three guys standing behind the bar, desperately trying to fill requests for beer from people in the never-ending line. At first she wasn’t sure it was him because he was red-faced and sweating profusely, with dirty blond hair plastered to his forehead.

She watched him at work for a few minutes, hoping that studying him under duress might give her sense of what kind of person he was. But she couldn’t tell much other than that he was overwhelmed and afraid to say so. From the way he and his two compatriots reacted when a fraternity member came over and barked at them, it was pretty obvious that they were all pledges just trying not to screw up.

Eventually, some other young men, also likely pledges, took the place of Finn and his co-workers, and he scurried out from behind the bar. He immediately dashed out of the front room and made his way along the hallway, then veered off to a slightly less packed room near the back of the house. She followed him as unobtrusively as she could and turned into the back room just as he used a key to unlock what she assumed was a private bathroom. She stood just inside the room and waited, trying to look casual.

When Finn emerged, no longer rushing and less anxious, she was able to get a better look at him. He had washed his face free of the sweat and fixed his hair, which now looked presentable. In fact, without the constant threat of a screaming member hovering over him, he was actually kind of cute with pronounced dimples, a crooked smile and the lean but powerfully built frame of a guy who played contact sports.

She set aside that observation as she walked toward him, trying to stay focused on the task at hand. Finn Anderton was her strongest contender for Lizzie’s harasser, and she needed to keep that in mind as she proceeded. Of course, she couldn’t let him know any of that. If she was going to get the truth out of him, she’d have to play her role.

“So only fraternity members get the extra-special, super-secret key to the private bathroom?” she asked teasingly as she sidled up to him, unnecessarily brushing her hair away with her hand.

For a moment he didn’t process that she was speaking to him. But once he caught on, he offered her a broad smile.

“I’m not actually a member yet,” he admitted, “but it is one of the few perks that pledges get, and you better believe I take full advantage.”

“What about the rest of us?” Hannah asked, pouting playfully. “Are we just the unwashed masses, forced to fend for ourselves in an unforgiving restroom world?”

“Wow,” he said. “If you’re that desperate, I guess I can make an exception.”

“That’s okay,” she told him. “I’m just giving you a hard time. I’m Hannah, by the way.”

“Hi Hannah,” he said, extending his hand and shaking hers. “I’m Finn. Are you having a good time?”

“I guess,” she said, sounding purposefully unconvincing.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “As pledges, we’re supposed to make sure that all guests are enjoying themselves.”

She pretended to be hesitant to answer honestly, but then relented.

“It’s just so damn loud and there are so many people. I can barely hear myself think, you know?”

“What can I tell you, Hannah?” he said with an apologetic shrug. “It’s a fraternity party. Those things kind of come with the territory.”

“I know,” she replied, “but is there anywhere in this house that’s a little quieter, you know where you don’t have to shout for me to hear you? Like where we can actually talk?”

His eyes widened slightly at the realization that she wanted to talk with him in a more secluded environment. But he quickly managed to regain his cool.

“Guests aren’t allowed on the upper floors without express permission but there’s a mud room in the back of the house that’s pretty far from the speakers. You want to go there?”

“Sure,” she said coquettishly.

“This way,” he told her, leaving the room they were in and pointing down the hallway.

Hannah noticed that, despite his surprise at his seeming good luck, he still betrayed a self-satisfied smirk as he turned away from her. The sight of it filled her with a sudden wave of anger. If this guy was terrorizing one innocent girl and making time to act lecherously with another, he was really going to get the brunt of her wrath.

As she trailed him down the hallway, Hannah ordered herself to stay cool. She took several deep breaths, hoping they would quell the rage that threatened to erupt them and there. She could always bust out a police baton later if needed and smash the brains out of his skull like she’d almost done with Ash Pierce. Right now, she needed to remain calm and determine exactly who she was dealing with.

Once they got to the mud room, Finn pointedly pulled the door so that it was mostly, but not completely shut. It was definitely quieter in here, though Hannah could still feel the rumbling of the bass in her chest.

“So Finn?” she said with as much warmth as she muster, “what year are you?”

“Freshman,” he said. “You?”

“Same,” she told him. “And you said that you’re a pledge here?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Does that help you with the ladies?” she wondered.

“I don’t know yet,” he replied. “I guess you’ll have to tell me.”

She raised her eyebrows playfully.

“The jury is still out,” she said.

“What do I need to do to get a positive verdict?” he asked.

“Maybe help a girl feel a little more comfortable by letting her know a bit more about you?”

“What do you want to know?” he asked.

“For starters, where did you go to high school?” she posed, as if the question had just come to her.

“Not too far from here, actually,” he said. “I’m from Newport Beach. I went to Waterview High. It’s just a ten-minute drive away.”

The moment she’d been waiting for had finally arrived. She did her best to seem genuine as she continued.

“Oh, I know a girl who went there,” she said excitedly as she conspicuously touched his forearm. “Do you know Eliza Dempsey?”

She studied his face as she said the name. He seemed a little nervous, but it wasn’t clear if that was because he knew Lizzie or because Hannah had made physical contact with him. She immediately regretted the choice to do so, as it muddled how to interpret his reaction.

“The name sounds familiar,” he replied carefully. “But I can’t picture her.”

“Hold on, I think I have a photo of her,” she replied, pulling up the selfie she’d taken of the two of them this afternoon specifically for this purpose. She held out her phone for him to see.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “I remember seeing her around campus last year. I didn’t really know here though.”

Hannah debated how to proceed. She needed more information, but she also wanted to protect Lizzie from avoidable blowback.

“So you don’t know what happened to her?” she asked, lowering her voice conspiratorially, even though they were alone.

“No,” he answered blankly. “What?”

“She told me that people at the school bad-mouthed her, spread rumors and stuff. You really didn’t know anything about that?”

“We didn’t really travel in the same circles,” he explained.

Hannah was getting frustrated. Finn’s lack of awareness seemed legit, but if he was behind this, he could have gotten quite good at practiced cluelessness. She decided to up the ante, even if it risked confrontation.

“But she dated Daniel Catalon,” she said. “You were on the lacrosse team together.”

He was quiet for a moment, seeming to process the consequences of what she’d said.

“How did you know that?” he asked suspiciously. “What is this?”

She pressed ahead, ignoring his quite valid questions.

“I’m just saying that you were on the same team with this guy. Lizzie broke up with him and then people started spreading crap about her. But you’re saying you don’t know anything about that stuff. I’m trying to decide if I believe you. I just want to know what kind of guy you are before this goes any further.”

“I’m not sure it should,” he said taking a step back from her.

Hannah silently noted that the flirting portion of their time together seemed to have officially ended. That was fine. Now she could be more direct.

“You would never harass her here at Irvine, would you, Finn?”

“Is someone doing that?” he asked, not answering her question.

“You tell me,” she shot back.

“There’s nothing to tell,” he said. “I don’t know anything about any of this and I’m starting to feel like you only brought me back here to ask me about it.”

“That’s a hurtful accusation,” Hannah said, even though it was true. “But now that we’re here, I feel like I’ve got to have my friend’s back, especially after everything she’s been through and considering that your fraternity has a history of harassment. Are you sure that as a new pledge, you didn’t offer her up to get bonus points with the members?”

For the first time Finn looked truly angry. Hannah almost welcomed it. If he made any kind of physical move, she was ready to take him out using the self-defense training that Jessie had made her take. But he made no attempt to approach her. Instead, he sighed heavily, lowered his head and shook it in frustration. When he looked up at her again, he had regained control of himself.

“Listen,” he said slowly, “You clearly don’t know me or what I’m about. I don’t owe you any explanation but I’m going to give you one anyway. Yes, I went to high school with Daniel, and we were on the lacrosse team, but that doesn’t mean we were buddies. I was injured part of the season, and I didn’t hang out with him anyway. And I joined this fraternity because my dad was in it. He pressured me to join, even suggested that any disposable income I might need at school was dependent on it.”

He looked around even though there was no one there, then continued in a quieter voice.

“To be honest, it wasn’t my first choice,” he muttered. “But so far, everyone has been pretty cool. Like you said, it doesn’t have the greatest reputation lately. Maybe that’s why all the guys are on their best behavior—because another violation during this school year would get them kicked off campus. Regardless, I haven’t seen anything that made me uncomfortable. And I definitely didn’t do anything like you suggested, offering up some girl I don’t even know as a potential victim of harassment just to get in good with the fraternity. I don’t know what your problem is, but I don’t appreciate you coming in and laying these accusations on me like this. Maybe you should go.”

Hannah didn’t have a quippy response. Finn made a compelling case, though there was no way she could verify it right now. Of course, there was also no way she could disprove it either, at least not with the information she had so far. Her only move right now was to back off.

“I think so too,” she said, starting for the mud room door. “And so you know, I was just looking out for a friend.”

“Yeah, well, does your friend know that you’re kind of a psycho?”

Hannah thought about all the sketchy things she’d done in the last couple of years, including basically murdering a man, and wondered just how far off Finn was.

“You have no idea,” she told him as she walked out.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

It was getting late.

Jessie didn’t say anything, but she was really feeling it.

She had started this morning thinking her obligations for the day would be minimal. She would just be meeting with Central Station’s new captain, Gaylene Parker, about rejoining HSS soon. But today had unexpectedly turned into her first case in two months, and she’d hadn’t built up the stamina for it.

So far, she’d only suffered a few headaches, all of the smallish variety. But physically, she was wiped out and mentally, she felt like she was getting there too. It was after 11 p.m., a time that, in recent weeks, she would normally be tucked into bed. Instead she was at the station, talking to a street prostitute who might be able to confirm or invalidate a murder suspect’s alibi.

It had taken hours to find Daisy Sunshine, the woman that Harrison Buhner claimed he’d been with last night when his wife was being murdered. Initially she and Ryan were dubious that Daisy even existed. But once they enlisted the assistance of Vice, which Parker formerly led, things moved faster.

While Buhner waited in an interrogation room, not formally under arrest but advised not to go anywhere, the Vice detectives combed through their arrest records for the greater downtown area. After nearly four hours, one of them came across a woman who went by a variety of names including: Love Johnson, Lexi Love, Sunny Love, Sunny Day, and yes, Daisy Sunshine.

According to her file, the woman’s real name was Florence Gravell, a thirty-year-old woman with over two dozen arrests for prostitution, and another half dozen for drug-related charges, though none in the last few months. Jessie and Ryan joined her in a separate interrogation room from Buhner, where they had to wait for her to blow off some steam before finally getting down to business.

“Now you’re bringing me in when I didn’t even do anything!” Gravell objected. “Is it a crime to buy some cigarettes in a corner store these days?”

“Like we already said, Ms. Gravell,” Ryan repeated, “you are not under arrest. In fact, we’re asking for your help.”

“In that case,” Gravell replied, a broad smile spreading across her face, exposing several missing teeth, “what are you gonna give me for it?”

“If you’re information is useful, we may be able to provide you with gift cards to local restaurants,” Ryan offered as if it was a pot of gold. “We would also make a note in your file referencing your assistance. The next time you get yourself in a jam, that note might be your ticket to an easier time of things.”

“Like a ‘get out of jail free’ card?” Gravell asked excitedly.

“Not literally,” he told her, “but it might grease the wheels a little.”

“What do you want to know, darlin’?” she asked, batting her eyes. Apparently that was all that was needed to win her over.

Ryan glanced over at Jessie, who made sure Gravell couldn’t see her before pretending to look jealous for half a second.

“Please look at these photos,” Ryan said with a smile, spreading them out on the table in front of her. “If any of the men in them have ever been your clients, please point them out. You won’t be charged for admitting to anything illegal that you might have done with them.”

“This guy,” Gravell said, pointing at Harrison Buhner’s picture immediately.

“What about him?” Jessie asked.

“I spend time with him,” she replied coyly. “We’ve got a regular thing. He went by Harry. He gives me some…spending money like clockwork and I make sure I’m around when he needs me.”

“When was the last time he needed you?” Ryan pressed.

“Just last night,” Gravell answered. “He called me up and said he wanted to meet up at one of our places, the Hollywood Motor Lodge, at eight. So I was waiting for him when he got there.”

“Did he say where he was coming from?” Jessie wondered.

“Yeah, he said just got in from Vegas, some work thing,” Gravell said. “He blabbed on about it, but I mostly tuned him out.”

“How long were you with him?” Ryan asked.

“All night,” she replied. “He said the missus wasn’t expecting him until today so there was no rush, and we could take our time. We did some new stuff, a little experimenting.”

“Okay,” Ryan said quickly, apparently not interested in the particulars of that right now. “Can you prove that you were both there?”

“Sure,” Gravell said. “Just ask the manager. He knows me. Plus, there are cameras all over the place. Should be easy to prove.”

Ryan looked over at Jessie. She nodded and it was clear that Ryan understood why. Nothing in Gravell’s words or demeanor suggested obfuscation. She’d answered everything directly, more so than most witnesses, despite her clear suspicion toward the authorities.

“We’ll look into this,” he told Gravell. “If it all checks out, we’ll follow through on everything we promised.”

“Where’s the gift card to?” she asked.

“We’ve got a list,” he told her. “You can choose.”

“I like In-N-Out Burger,” she said.

“I think that’s on the list,” Ryan said. “Give us a few minutes.”

They left the interrogation room and hurried down the hall to Research.

“Jamil already confirmed that Buhner arrived at LAX on a flight from Vegas at 7:17 p.m.,” Jessie noted as they walked down the hallway. “The timing would fit almost perfectly for him to get downtown by eight. If we can verify Florence’s story, that would give him an alibi for the entire estimated time of death for Ava.”

“Let’s see how quickly Jamil and Beth can access the security footage from the Hollywood Motor Lodge,” Ryan said. “If we can eliminate Buhner as a suspect, I want to do it ASAP. I don’t like the idea of wasting time here while a killer is on the loose.”

Jessie nodded in agreement even as she involuntarily yawned. Ryan didn’t miss it.

“I can give Jamil and Beth the details,” he said. “No matter how fast they are, it will take them a little while to get the footage and review it. Why don’t you go to the conference room and see if you can get in a quick catnap while we wait? I’ll wake you when we have something or in a half hour, whichever comes first.”

Jessie wanted to protest but the truth was that the idea of lying down on the plush sofa in the darkened conference room sounded pretty appealing right now.

“A half hour at most,” she reminded him.

“I swear,” he told her.

That was all she needed to keep walking while Ryan stopped at the door to Research. She continued down the hallway, turned right at the end, and followed it the rest of the way to the conference room. Once there, she grabbed one of the pillows and blankets, which were kept in a cabinet for this very purpose. Then she settled into a comfortable spot.

She closed her eyes and tried to focus on her breathing. But as she feared, her thoughts kept intruding. It had been a long, rough day and it didn’t look like it would be ending anytime soon. They hadn’t caught Ava Martell’s killer and if they didn’t keep pressing, Jessie feared the trail would grow cold.

She tried to push the negativity out of her head and focus on something positive. It didn’t take long. During their questioning of Florence Gravell, just like when they’d interrogated Harrison Buhner at his office, they’d easily fallen back into the comfortable rhythm they always used to have when they partnered up, as if they could each read the other’s mind. All it took was a glance or a nod to convey entire strategies. There was an electricity between them in these moments.

But as much as she got off on it, Jessie was also worried. It seemed like their connection was strongest when the drama was at its most heightened. Did they need it to keep things interesting between them? Did they have to be in constant crisis mode to keep the home fires lit?

If that was true, it was another thing they needed to work on with Dr. Lemmon. And it was something they’d need to figure out if they were ever going to seriously consider Ryan’s suggestion of starting a family. They had to work out their own crap before bringing another human being into the world.

That is, if she even wanted to. Ryan had been good about not bringing up the issue for the last few days, but she knew it was on his mind. It was for her too, but not just because of her apprehension about their complex lives or the emergencies that seemed to fuel their romance. It was also because of how badly things had ended the last time.

It wasn’t just the horror of having her own husband poison her for the express purpose of ending the pregnancy, it was the aftermath. Sometimes she still had dreams that the pregnancy had gone well and that she was now raising a little toddler. When she woke up from those dreams, it was like a scab being ripped off a slow-healing wound. She wasn’t sure she could handle anything like that again.

Beyond the emotional pain, she wondered about how she would handle things physically. In the last few years, she’d suffered an almost unimaginable amount of physical abuse during the course of hunting down killers. In addition to her ongoing brain injury issues, she’d been shot, stabbed, strangled, and broken more bones than she could recall. She wasn’t sure how well her body could deal with the challenges of pregnancy and childbirth.

The thought of all this was making another dull headache begin to creep into her skull. She tried to set the issue aside and once again focus on her breathing. After some time, she felt her muscles begin to relax. She was just starting to drift off when Ryan walked into the conference room.

“Has it been a half hour?” she asked groggily.

“No,” he said apologetically. “It’s only been about ten minutes. Sorry to bother you but I didn’t have a choice.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked, sitting up straight on the sofa, now fully alert.

“There’s been another murder, and it looks a lot like the first one. We have to go.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

When they arrived at the small, neighborhood parkette in Brentwood Park, it was almost midnight.

Jessie squinted as her eyes tried to adjust to countless flashing lights cutting through the darkness. They got out of the car and walked past the police tape, where Officer Sturgil was waiting for them. On the ground near a bench behind him, a crime scene team was hard at work gathering evidence.

“I didn’t think you’d still be on duty,” Ryan said, surprised.

“I wasn’t,” Sturgil admitted, “but one of my buddies who is told me about the nature of the scene, and it sounded awfully familiar, so I felt a responsibility to come down.”

“Well, we appreciate it,” Jessie said. “It always helps to work with someone who’s already well-versed in the details of the case. What made you think they were connected?”

“Both victims are from this neighborhood,” Sturgil said. “They only live a few blocks apart. Same age range too. Ava Martell was thirty-four. This victim, Gabriella Silva, is thirty-six. Of course the timing of the killings, on consecutive nights, is suspicious. And lastly, there’s the manner of death. Silva was also bashed in the head multiple times, before she had plastic wrap tied around her head. Although the medical examiner’s initial view is that in this case, the victim died before the wrapping occurred.”

“That’s pretty compelling,” Ryan said. “Anything else jump out at you?”

“Once I got here, I found out that nothing had been stolen,” Sturgil said. “She still had her phone and purse, which had her car keys and several credit cards, though like last time, no cash. Like with Martell, the phone was smashed to bits. Her ID says she lives about six blocks from here, but her car is parked right up the street. And there was something else.”

“What’s that?” Jessie wondered.

“Just that the murder weapon doesn’t seem to match the prior killing,” Sturgil told them. “The size and shape of the—indentations—in her skull are different.”

“You want to take a look?” Ryan asked Jessie.

She nodded and walked over to the body. The crime scene crew, who were placing pieces of debris in evidence bags and dusting the parkette bench for prints, stopped what they were doing and stepped aside.

“We think it happened pretty late,” Sturgil said. “One officer spoke to a resident who said her teenage kid was hanging out here with friends until almost 10 p.m. There was obviously nobody here when they left. A guy walking his dog found her around eleven.”

Jessie looked down at Gabriella Silva. She was face-down on the cement path by the bench. The back of her skull was basically flat where it had been smashed multiple times. Unlike with Ava Martell, her top appeared to be ripped, though not to the point of coming off. Her skirt seemed untouched.

To Jessie, it appeared that either Silva had either been grabbed as she tried to get away or that the killer had clumsily tried to make the murder look like a sexual assault before giving up. In addition, the plastic wrapping around Silva’s head seemed to have been applied in a more rushed, sloppier manner than with Martell. 

And Sturgill was right about the murder weapon. Unlike the blows to Ava Martell's head, which were mostly sharp gashes, these were blunter, as if the weapon used was flatter. She stepped back and looked around the parkette.

“No sign of a murder weapon?” she asked.

“Not so far,” Sturgil told her.

Jessie nodded and stepped back away from the crowd. Something had caught her eye about twenty feet away, near where a small playground stood. The exterior of the area was ringed with a series of rocks, broken up by several paths leading to the play structure. Near the closest path entrance, there was an empty space, where a rock seemed to be missing.

She walked over, letting her instinct guide her, and looked at the rocks on either side of the gap. There were all similar, mostly flat with some rough protrusions. Each was likely in the ten to fifteen pound range, too large to be picked up by little children but small enough not to be a serious tripping hazard. Ryan and Sturgil joined her and stared at the same empty space, neither of them speaking.

“I think we know our murder weapon,” Jessie said quietly. “We should have the M.E. take samples from one of these rocks and see if any debris in the victim’s skull matches.”

“Will do,” Sturgil said.

“I guess that explains why it’s missing,” Ryan said. “Too risky to put it back and hope no one noticed blood or hair on the rock.”

“Or possible DNA,” Jessie added. “Some skin material was bound to be left on that rock with all the force used for those blows. It’s weird.”

“What is?” Officer Sturgil asked.

“This seems to be the work of a serial killer, but they didn’t bring a murder weapon to the second murder,” she said. “They had to use a rock they found at the location.”

“Maybe they already knew about the rocks being here,” Ryan suggested.

“That’s possible,” Jessie conceded, “but it seems like a risk to hope they could grab the rock and use it without Silva getting away. And yet, the killer brought the plastic wrap with them, just like with Ava Martell. And there’s more.”

“What?” Sturgil wanted to know.

“Some of the clothes are ripped, almost like a half-hearted attempt to make this look like a sexual assault before they gave up on the idea. Why? And for that matter, why was Gabriella Silva here in a residential parkette so late in the first place? Look at her outfit. It’s more appropriate for a party or a date than a late-night stroll in a neighborhood park. In fact, we know she probably drove here considering the close proximity of her car. So was she lured here? Did a date end up here before somehow going wrong? None of it makes sense.”

“We’re trying to track down her whereabouts prior to coming here,” Sturgil told her, “Maybe that will help answer some questions.”

“Great,” Ryan said. “You can coordinate that with our research team,. They might be able to expedite the process.”

“Already on it, Detective,” Sturgil replied. “I gave them her phone number and vehicle information just before you got here.”

“Excellent,” Jessie said, eliciting a bashful smile from the officer. “What about cameras?”

“There aren’t any in the parkette,” Sturgil told her. “We also checked the houses across the street. No luck there either. We’re checking further up the road, just in case.”

Jessie sighed in frustration. Ryan picked up the questions where she left off.

“What else we do we know about Silva? Job? Marital status?”

“We haven’t had a chance to look into that yet,” Sturgil conceded. “I’ve only been here for forty-five minutes myself.”

“That’s okay,” Ryan told him. “You were so comprehensive with the other stuff that I thought we might get lucky on that front too. We’ll look into it.”

“Okay,” Sturgill said. “If you don’t need anything else right now, I’m going to get back to supervising the team.”

“That’s fine,” Ryan said.

Jessie watched him go and her eye was drawn once again to Gabriella Silva lying unceremoniously on the ground. Jessie imagined the woman earlier this evening, dressed up, excited about whatever event she had attended. And now all that was snuffed out with a few strikes from a heavy rock. Her dreams and aspirations were gone. All she had left was the hope that someone would get justice for her. And even that would be cold comfort. Jessie felt a pit of fury start to boil in her gut.

“Well, at least we can eliminate Harrison Buhner as a suspect,” Ryan said, looking for any silver lining. “He would have been at the station when this happened.”

Jessie wished she could be as upbeat as her husband.

“That’s good for him,” she noted, “but it doesn’t help us much. We’ve got so much information, and yet not one credible suspect. We’re back to square one, with a killer on the loose.




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Mark Haddonfield lay quietly on the top bunk in his jail cell.

Unlike his cellmate in the bed below, who was snoring loudly, he couldn’t get to sleep. Lights out had been at 10 p.m., and he guessed that it was well after midnight now, but he just couldn't get his brain to quiet down.

It didn’t help that the guard who patrolled his floor of the Twin Towers Correctional Facility in downtown Los Angeles wore shoes with loud, clomping soles that could be heard no matter how far away he was.

Mark supposed he should be happy that he was in this section of the jail at all. For much of his first two months here, he’d either been in the medical wing or in solitary confinement for what authorities deemed “his own protection.” 

Part of that label was probably legitimate. He was a skinny, twenty-one-year-old former college student with pale skin, curly blond hair and glasses. Plus, he had a noticeable limp. He was a target, for sure. But Mark was pretty certain that as a serial killer responsible for the deaths of seven people and the guy who had almost taken out celebrated criminal profiler Jessie Hunt, prison officials didn’t want him mixing it up in general population.

But that had changed in recent weeks. After getting surgery for the torn medial collateral ligament he suffered at the hands of Hannah Dorsey over the summer, he was now limping far less, with a notably smaller knee brace than before.

Admittedly, entering general population had led to a series of pretty brutal beatings that the staff hadn’t rushed to stop very quickly. But lately, the other prisoners seemed to have gotten bored with him and moved on to fresher meat. He suspected that was partly because they weren’t sure how a serial killer might try to get retribution on them if they continued to pummel him. After all, he might not have much to lose. If he was convicted for his previous crimes, he faced life in prison, if not the death penalty.

Mark rolled over in bed and stifled a gasp at the surge of pain. If he moved wrong, the knee still acted up, and without the brace he invariably moved wrong. He flashed back to that late-night moment on the near-empty Santa Monica pier, when Hannah had dived at his legs and made contact with his left one, bending the knee awkwardly and sending him hobbling off into the night.

He gritted his teeth at the memory. Looking back, he was convinced that it was that injury that had led to his downfall. After that night, everything fell apart. He failed out of school and had to leave his UCLA apartment and move into a by-the-week studio just off Skid Row. He was in constant pain and unable to get to his chosen victims as efficiently as he would have liked. Plus, his limp made it easier to identify him, forcing him to hide in the shadows like an animal. Hannah Dorsey was largely responsible for his predicament.

He wanted to make that clear to Hannah’s sister, Jessie, his one-time inspiration and current nemesis. But she hadn’t returned to the jail since an initial visit, despite his repeated requests. He understood her reticence. After all, he had spent six months hunting down people she’d rescued from other serial killers and snuffing them out as a means of punishing her for not making him her protégé. And he had tried to kill her as well when she was in the hospital, incapacitated with multiple serious injuries, including some kind of head trauma.

But still, they had a connection and he felt certain that she would want to talk to him to better understand why he had to do what he did. He knew she must be dying to know the truth. And yet, other than that one brief visit, there was radio silence. He suspected that she'd been ordered by prosecutors not to communicate with him because it might compromise the case against him. Otherwise, she would have been back by now.

“Do you really think that’s why?” Jessie whispered in his ear. “Are you sure she doesn’t just think you’re not worth her time?”

“That’s not it,” he insisted. “She’s being prevented from visiting me. Remember, she’s a criminal profiler. It’s her job to understand how minds like mine work. She’d be here if she could.”

“Yor mind isn’t all that interesting,” Jessie needled. “If it was, you wouldn’t be staring at cell bars right now.”

“You know it’s not as cut and dried as that,” he protested.

“Shut up, or I’ll shut you up.”

That wasn’t Jessie. It was Mark’s large cellmate, Oscar, growling at him sleepily from the bottom bunk. Mark closed his mouth immediately. He didn’t need to lose another tooth like the last time he woke Oscar up in the middle of the night.

It was okay. He didn’t buy the accusation anyway. His mind was interesting. And he knew that eventually Jessie would return to him, that they’d be chatting across the thick, plastic visiting room barrier via the corded phone on the wall. He knew because he still had his backup contingencies, the ones he’d cryptically warned her about on her sole visit.

And those contingencies were about to be activated. Before he was captured, out of an abundance of caution and foresight, he’d set everything up so that his manifesto would go live online on Thanksgiving day. Since it was now after midnight on Wednesday, that meant the world would see it in under twenty-four hours.

And when that happened, all the fanboys and fangirls who had been sending him mail in the last two months would find it. They would read it, and at least one of them would take action. When that happened, Jessie would come running to him. The thought of her rushing to see him, desperate for him to speak with her, made him giggle.

“Stop!” Jessie hissed in his ear, “unless you want Oscar to drag you out of this bunk and work you over. If you piss him off too much, you’ll be too dead to take advantage of any backup contingencies.”

Mark shut his mouth, though he couldn’t prevent it from curling into a smile. Jessie was difficult to live with, often cruel and belittling. But in moments like this, when she protected him from himself and others, he knew that deep down, she really cared.

She was his secret weapon, and he planned to use her.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

It was incredibly late or incredibly early, depending on one’s perspective.

For Jessie, 4:18 a.m. was late, especially considering that she’d only gotten about a half hour of unsatisfying sleep. The Central Station main conference room was an okay place for a nap, but not when people kept rushing by every five minutes. And there had been a lot of rushing around overnight.

Unfortunately, it hadn't gotten them as far as she might have hoped. Harrison Buhner was told he was free to go hours ago and hadn't wasted a moment rushing out. Now, as Jessie sat in the HSS Research department with Ryan, Jamil, and Beth, she tried to put together the jigsaw puzzle pieces that comprised Gabriella Silva's last hours as well as the life she led up until then.

Because of when the teenagers left the parkette last night and when the dog-walker found her body, they knew one thing for sure: she had arrived at the parkette sometime between 10 p.m. and 11 p.m. They were working on getting access to the GPS data from her car and phone, as well as her call and text logs, to nail it down more specifically, but that process was proving to be slow going overnight. In the meantime, they'd been reviewing her personal life.

Gabriella Silva, or Gabby as she apparently preferred being called, was recently divorced. It seemed to have been an amicable proceeding, probably because her ex, Nolan Silva, didn’t fight hard over alimony or the enormous house in Brentwood. From everything they could glean, it looked like he’d happily bought her off and they’d gone their separate ways.

Still, they looked into Nolan’s history. The man was a fund manager who’d made it big a decade ago and had been living off the spoils ever since. He lived in Florida now, though according to his business assistant, he was currently in Gstaad, Switzerland on holiday. They were confirming that.

They also knew that before going to the parkette, Gabby had gone to a fundraising party for underprivileged children. Sturgil’s people had found a card for the event in her car and checked security camera footage from the Miramar, the Santa Monica hotel where the event was held. It showed her arriving at the valet station at 9:24 and leaving at 9:58, which struck Jessie as a surprisingly short visit.

Her suspicion was confirmed by the valet, who was still on duty when Beth called him an hour ago and described Gabby as seeming “annoyed at having to leave” when he brought the car and generally pissed, though not with him. He said she still tipped him well.

“We’ve got the GPS data on the car,” Jamil said, breaking the silence of the room.

“What does it show?” Ryan asked, rubbing his eyes as he stood up and walked over to one of the researcher’s four monitors. Jessie was too exhausted to stand and waited on the couch to hear what they’d found.

“It shows her vehicle leaving the hotel and stopping on the street with the parkette at 10:14 p.m.,” Jamil said. “And it looks like she was at another private home before going to the fundraiser. Her car arrived there at 8:58 p.m. and left for the hotel at 9:16.”

"That's a pretty short visit, too," Jessie noted. "Less than half as long as her time at the fundraiser."

“Maybe she was party-hopping?” Beth offered.

“Maybe,” Ryan conceded, “but it seems like a lot more hopping than party to me.”

“Where was that first stop?” Jessie asked Jamil.

“It was at a private residence, two blocks from her own home. It belongs to some Norwegian industrialist named Gunnar Fassenweil.”

“Never heard of him,” Ryan said before turning to Jessie. “Does the name ring a bell for you?”

She shook her head.

“Hold on,” Jamil added. “It looks like Gunnar has been out of the country for eighteen months. His place is currently being rented to married couple with familiar names: Rhett and Nina Kirby.”

Jessie’s head spun in Ryan’s direction.

“That’s quite a coincidence,” she said. “Our second victim was at the home of the prospective lawyers for our first victim the very night after she was murdered?”

“It could be a coincidence,” Ryan pointed out. “They do live right near each other. Maybe they’re friends.”

“Let’s find out,” Jessie said. 

He shook his head.

“It won’t even be dawn for over two hours,” he reminded her. “I think we can wait that long.”

“Fine,” she conceded reluctantly. “Dawn, and not one second later.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

When Jessie and Ryan rang the Kirby’s bell at 6:30 a.m. on the day before Thanksgiving, the first rays of sun were just streaking across the Brentwood sky.

Jessie had wanted to nap in the downtime before coming here but found that she was too restless to close her eyes. Ryan, who hadn't encountered that problem, looked halfway rested. Luckily, he offered to drive, so she got a few extra minutes of shuteye on the darkened trip from downtown to Brentwood.

“I’ll tell you one thing,” she told him groggily as they stood at the large oak front door of the angular-designed, contemporary mansion, “if we ever did have kids, you’d be doing solo duty opening presents with them on Christmas morning. I’ll be tucked under the covers.”

Ryan stared at her in disbelief. She immediately realized her mistake. What was intended as an offhand quip about a very-unlikely scenario wasn’t being received that way. The look in his eyes indicated that he believed she was now more open to the idea than she had been up until now.

Damn this lack of sleep!

“I didn’t mean it that way,” she said quickly. “I was just saying that I’m tired. I should have used another example—."

The door opened before she could finish. Standing in front of them was a tall, strapping man that Jessie knew to be Rhett Kirby. His jet-black hair was jutting out in multiple directions. He wore athletic shorts and a burnt orange t-shirt emblazoned with the word “TEXAS” in white letters, He was sipping coffee from a giant mug and had a sleepy smile on his face.

“Kind of early to get me to accept the lord, isn’t it?” he asked playfully.

Though Jessie admired both his chipper early-morning demeanor and his willingness to open his door without demanding to know who was calling on him, she kept a stern face so as not let on.

“That’s not why we’re here, Mr. Kirby,” Ryan said, holding up his badge and ID. “Is your wife available to speak with us?”

“Oh, wow,” Kirby said, his smile fading somewhat, but not completely. “Yeah, I guess. Do you want to come in while I get her?”

“That would be great,” Ryan said.

They stepped inside. Kirby opened his mouth, about to call out for his wife, when she rounded the corner from the hallway into the foyer. She was wearing a pink robe and tying her short, blond hair in a tight ponytail.

“I heard you talking,” she said before her husband could speak, “and I recognized the other voice. I’d like to say it’s nice to see you again, Detective and Ms. Hunt, but I have a feeling that if you’re here to see me this early, it’s not for a social call.”

“I’m afraid not,” Ryan told her, getting straight to the point. “Do either of you know Gabriella Silva?”

“Of course, she lives in the neighborhood,” Nina said before her eyes darkened. “Why?”

“Is there somewhere we can talk?” Jessie asked, wanting to share the news on their terms rather the those of the people they were questioning.

“Absolutely,” Rhett Kirby said. “Sorry for the rudeness. We’re not totally awake yet. Come into the living room.”

He led them down the hall, past a giant formal, drawing room and into a more casual living space, then directed them to one of the couches.

“Can I get either of you anything—coffee, tea, juice, water?”

“No thanks,” Ryan said as Jessie shook her head. “If you could both sit as well, we’ll explain why we’re here.”

The Kirbys sat on the adjacent sofa and waited nervously.

“Gabriella Silva was murdered last night,” Ryan said flatly.

Jessie watched the couple closely. Nina gasped audibly, putting her hand to her mouth. Rhett’s jaw dropped open. For several seconds, neither spoke. Nina recovered first.

“Dear god,” she said, “what is going on? This can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Jessie told her. “We’re hoping you can help on that front.”

Rhett sank back into the couch as if he was finally processing what they’d said. Nina was shaking her head vigorously, like that might prevent this all from being true.

“I just can’t believe it,” she said, “but whatever we can do to help, we will, of course.”

“Thank you,” Ryan said. “Our understanding is that she was here last night. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” Nina said, her voice catching slightly. “Sorry, this is a lot. We had a little get-together, kind of a neighborhood cocktail party. There were maybe eight or nine people here at various points throughout the evening.”

“Was there a reason for the party?” Jessie wondered.

Nina shook her head.

“Not really,” she said, “I suppose it was intended as kind of a casual kick-off to the holiday season, but it ended up becoming more of a wake for Ava Martell. No one was really in a party mood. Rhett and I had considered cancelling altogether but I’m glad we didn’t because we all got to share stories about her for a while. Ultimately, because of the weight we all felt over her death, the thing ended a little early, but I’m still glad we did it. It was cathartic.”

“How long was Gabby here?” Ryan pressed.

“Oh gosh, I’m not sure,” Nina said.

“Not that long, I think,” Rhett interjected. “I remember talking to her for a little while, but she seemed kind of distracted. She mentioned that she had some other event to go to later, a fundraiser, I think? I’d guess she was here less than a half hour.”

“Did she seem distressed?” Jessie asked.

Rhett rubbed his messy hair while he thought about it.

“Not to me,” he said, “although we didn’t talk for that long. Like I said, I’d describe her as more preoccupied than anything. I assumed her leaving our place early had to do with feeling down about Ava’s death, not wanting to be around the sad vibe anymore. But now I’m wondering if it was something else that was on her mind. Do you think whatever that was had had to do with her death?”

“Hard to say,” Ryan replied cryptically. “So what happened after your party?”

“What do you mean?” Nina asked, looking perplexed.

“I’m wondering when it ended and what you did after that?” he explained.

“Oh,” Nina said. “I’d say that everyone had left before ten. Like I said, it wasn’t the most festive event of all time.”

“So what did you guys do after that?” Ryan asked.

Nina looked at Rhett before shrugging.

“Not a lot,” she said. “I was kind of wiped out from the day. Not just the cocktail party but all the Ava stuff too. You guys coming by the office yesterday was kind of a stressor, I’ll admit. I got into my nightclothes as soon as I could, and we went to bed.”

“When would you say that was?” Ryan pressed.

“I’d say we were in for good before eleven, for sure,” Nina guessed. “It’s not like I looked at a clock. Wait, is this an alibi thing? You don’t think I had something to do with Gabby’s death?”

“We just have to cover all our bases,” Jessie assured her, though checking her alibi was exactly what they were doing.

“I’m trying not to take offense,” Nina said defensively. “Both of these women were my friends. I would never do anything to hurt them.”

“It’s okay, sweetie, they’re just doing their job,” Rhett said, squeezing her hand as he turned to face them. “We have nothing to hide. You’re welcome to look at any of our information, including our phones, if that helps.”

“They already have mine,” Nina said, unable to keep the irritation out of her voice.

"Okay, well, you can have mine too if it helps," he offered. "I assume you could use that stuff to determine location data? Same with our cars. We’re happy to turn it all over, as long as there are precautions to protect attorney-client privilege.”

“We appreciate that,” Jessie said. “Getting that data would go a long way to getting you both clear of this.”

“Not a problem,” Rhett said. “And as long as we’re being totally honest, I should probably clarify something. While we were in bed before eleven last night, that's not when we went to sleep, if you know what I mean."

“Rhett!” Nina said, aghast.

“I just want to come completely clean,” he insisted. “We were in bed, but I’d hazard we were actually awake until around midnight. Why do you think I have such a big cup of coffee this morning? I gather you don’t need any more detail than that?”

“Not at this time,” Ryan said briskly.

“Thank goodness,” Nina muttered under her breath.

“What else do you need?” Rhett asked. “Would a list of the attendees at our shindig be useful?”

“Sure,” Jessie told him, “any additional information could help.”

“Just give us a second to double check the names and we’ll write them down for you,” Rhett said.

“That’s fine,” Ryan said. “And if you could sign an authorization for us to access your phone and car GPS data, we’d appreciate that too.”

“Sure,” Rhett said. “We’ll just need a minute or two to gather everything for you.”

“Thank you,” Ryan replied. “We’ll wait in the foyer.”

“One more thing,” Nina said as they started off. “Should I be worried?”

“What do you mean?” Ryan asked.

“I mean, these are two women I knew, both from my neighborhood,” Nina said apprehensively. “I saw both of them the day they died. Is it possible that I might be at risk or that this killer is sending me some message? I know how narcissistic that sounds, but I’m kind of out of my depth here.”

“We’re not in a position to say anything definitively,” Ryan said. “And it never hurts to take extra safety precautions. But nothing we’ve uncovered so far leads us to that conclusion.”

“That’s a relief,” Nina said, as if the weight of the world had been lifted off her shoulders.

As Jessie and Ryan walked back down the long hallway to the front of the house, she muttered, “it’s not the craziest theory of all time.”

“I know,” Ryan whispered back. “I just didn’t want to freak her out. And as far as her being a suspect, if I was betting, I’d say she’s in the clear.”

“Why do you say that?”

“For the same reason I doubt that the list of guests they’re putting together right now will be of much use,” he said, “because we know that Gabby Silva was alive when she left this house.”

“I don’t follow,” Jessie admitted.

“I’m thinking that whatever got Gabby killed happened at that fundraiser at the hotel. That should be our next stop.”

Jessie wasn’t sure if she agreed but kept that to herself. She was just glad they finally had a lead to go on.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Kat woke up with a start.

She looked over at Mitch, who was sleeping peacefully beside her, with his arm splayed across her chest. She told herself that that if he was that relaxed, then everything had to be okay; that she was okay.

Of course, the positive self-talk didn’t change the fact that she was lying in her own sweat, the result of another Ash Pierce nightmare. In this one, she was back in the hospital mechanical room where two months ago, hitwoman Pierce had cornered Hannah, about to kill her.

In the dream Kat had still advanced on Pierce, as she had in real life, in an attempt to protect Hannah. But this time, their hand-to-hand combat had ended quickly, when Pierce won their struggle over a knife and jammed it into Kat’s jugular.

It had felt so real—the sharp pain in her neck, the warm blood pouring down onto her skin, the sudden disorientation and weakness in her knees as she slumped onto the catwalk grate. The last thing she saw before her eyes fluttered closed was the look of horror on Hannah’s face at the sight of her dying. And then everything went black.

That was when her eyes had popped open and she remembered that she wasn’t in the bowels of a hospital, but rather in the apartment she shared with her fiancé, with the sun shining through a slit in the curtains on the morning before Thanksgiving. She glanced over at the clock beside the bed. It was 7:04 a.m.

She fought the urge to extricate herself from their entangled bodies and just enjoy the moment. This was their place, the one they had gotten together. Choosing it had been one of their first official acts to merge their lives. And while it had been more complicated than she'd anticipated, as had many of the adjustments they'd made in recent months, she loved how they were working through these challenges as a team. Soon, that team would become official.

Mitch stirred next to her, and his eyes slowly opened. Somehow, he must have sensed, even subconsciously, that she was awake. He gave her a big smile before yawning extravagantly.

“Good morning,” he said happily.

“Good morning to you,” she replied, wiping away the sweat on her brow before he noticed.

“Did you sleep okay?” he asked.

“Uh-huh,” she lied, not wanting to bother him. “You?”

“Like a baby for a while,” he told her, “then a little rougher.”

“Why?” she asked, rolling over on her side to face him.

“I was just a little unsettled,” he said, “what with all the job stuff.”

She nodded.

“I get it,” she told him, “but it will all work out. You’ll be wearing an LAPD uniform soon.”

“I hope so,” he said. “I know I have the experience and that your friends put in a good word for me. But I have to admit that on some days, the idea of starting over is daunting. That reminds me, as I was drifting off last night, I had an idea. I was going to mention it, but you had already fallen asleep.”

“What is it?” Kat asked, intrigued.

“What if we partnered up?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, confused.

“As private investigators,” he said. “what if I joined Gentry Investigations?”

She chuckled for a second before his crestfallen expression revealed that he’d been serious.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m not laughing at the idea. I just thought you were messing with me, because all you’ve been talking about is joining LAPD.”

“You’re right,” he said, glancing away, embarrassed. “It’s probably ridiculous, one of those late-night larks that seems absurd in the light of day.”

“No, it’s not,” she insisted. “I was just surprised. Maybe it’s not a bad idea, at least while you wait to hear back. I know how much you despise the security guard thing. Let me think about it, okay?”

She sat up in bed and reached for her robe.

“You don’t have to go,” he said, resting his hand on her leg. “I didn’t mean to scare you off.”

“It’s not that,” she assured him. “I just have some early errands I have to run.”

“It’s seven in the morning!”

“I know,” she said. “I just wanted to get a jump on the day and knock them out before work. Do you mind?”

“No,” he said, though there was little pout playing on his lips.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

He ran his hand through his hair, seemingly debating whether to say what was on his mind.

"I was just hoping to welcome you to the day with a little personal attention, you know, to get you started on the right foot." His pout had been replaced by a bashful smile.

Kat looked at the clock again, then back at him.

“I suppose I could use a pick me up,” she told him, sliding back under the sheets, “but you’ve got to make it quick.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said as he pulled the comforter over both their heads, magically enveloping them in a warm cocoon made just for them.

 

***

 

She wasn’t lying exactly.

Kat did have to run a couple of errands, one of which was stopping by the grocery store to re-stock the mini-fridge at the Gentry Investigations office. But that wasn’t the pit stop that had her eyeing the clock. Her other errand was the one she kept from Mitch. She had to go to the hospital.

She arrived at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center at 7:45, just as she had twice a week for the last two months. She made sure to get there before the morning shift change and things got too busy. Up until then, the nurses on duty were more amenable to her visiting a patient who didn’t get called on often these days: Ash Pierce.

Ally, the young nurse who often helped her, led her into Pierce's room and pointed to the chair in the corner. Kat nodded. She understood the rules. She had to sit in the chair. She couldn't approach the bed. She could only be in the room for two minutes. And the nurse accompanying her had to stay in the room the whole time.

It was all reasonable. After all, Ash Pierce was in a coma, as she had been since the night two months ago when she had tried to kill not just Hannah, but Kat and her bodyguard, Gila Jabarin too. Unlike in Kat’s dream, it was actually Pierce who got stabbed in the neck that night. And even though the assassin had once tortured and nearly killed her, Kat had tried to save her, performing CPR until hospital staff arrived.

It had worked. Pierce had survived, if her current state could be called living. And despite the fact she was only alive because of Kat, the nurses couldn’t be expected to just trust that if they left the two women alone together, Kat wouldn’t just rip all the cords out of the wall, shutting down the machines that were keeping Ash Pierce alive.

It was a legitimate concern, though Kat had no such intention. That wasn’t why she was here today, as she had been so many days in the past. She was here to set her own mind at ease. And it was working, at least to some degree.

Pale and limp, connected to multiple machines, Pierce looked nothing like the swift, agile, shockingly strong assassin who had almost ended Kat’s life twice. It was hard to imagine this frail creature posing a threat to anyone anymore.

In a strange way—one that made Kat slightly ashamed to acknowledge—seeing her attacker like this was a source of comfort. As long as Pierce remained unconscious, with tubes in her mouth and monitors beeping constantly, Kat could handle the nightmares. They ultimately meant nothing.

Her fear was what would happen if Ash Pierce ever recovered from the coma. Her true nightmare was Pierce waking up.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

It didn’t take long for Jessie’s mood to darken.

She and Ryan had only been at the Miramar, the Santa Monica hotel where the West Los Angeles Children's Support Network fundraiser took place, for an hour when they got an update from Jamil.

“Bad news if you were holding out hope that one of the Kirbys was our culprit,” the head researcher said over speaker phone while Jessie and Ryan waited in an empty office for the hotel manager to bring in another employee for an interview.

“What do you mean?” Ryan asked.

“As promised, they gave us full access to their GPS data for the last twenty-four hours,” Jamil explained. “There’s no indication that they went anywhere last night. All of their phone and vehicle data indicates they were at their address the whole night.”

"There's more," Beth added. "They gave us the footage from their surveillance cameras as well. They have them on the side and back of the house. We found footage from 10:22 p.m. last night of Rhett Kirby stepping out the side door of his house. He's wearing shorts and a t-shirt and holding a broom. There's no audio, but it looks like he's shooing something away from garbage cans at the edge of the frame. Then he returns inside. That all happens only eight minutes after Gabriella Silva pulled up to the parkette where she was killed."

 “How far is the parkette from their house?” Ryan asked.

“About a half a mile,” Jamil said.

Ryan whistled softly.

“If he was lying to us, that doesn’t leave much time for him to get back home after killing her,” he conceded.

“I agree,” Jamil said. “Even if he killed her the second she entered that parkette, he would have had to run pretty fast just to get back home. And he doesn’t look at all winded in the video we have.”

Jessie wanted to challenge the young researcher’s conclusion, but as a regular runner, she thought he was spot on. It was hard to imagine Rhett Kirby making the logistics work.

“And remember,” Beth added, “between the GPS data and the security camera footage, there’s no indication that either of them ever left the house at all.”

“Okay,” Ryan said. “I know it’s a longshot but what about the other folks at their cocktail party—were you able to gather their contact information yet?”

“We have it all ready for you,” Jamil said, “but it’s still only 7:45 in the morning. Are you going to start calling them now?”

Ryan looked at Jessie.

“Let’s stay focused on the people who were at the fundraiser here at the hotel for now,” she suggested. “We can always reach out to the others after we’re done.”

Ryan nodded.

“Just sit tight for now, guys,” he said. “We’ll get back to you in a bit.”

After they hung up, they invited in the next waiting employee who had worked the fundraiser last night. Jessie looked at the guy—young, skinny, and scared, with red, curly hair that was even more flyaway than Rhett Kirby’s had been—and her heart sank.

The kid didn't look a day over twenty, and his eyes were bouncing around wildly in his skull. Just the sight of it made the lingering headache near her temples flare up. Ryan motioned for him to sit down opposite them at the small office desk. He did so quickly, almost falling out of his chair.

“You’re Killian McBride?” Ryan confirmed.

"Yes, sir," McBride said, nodding vigorously.

“You were working the fundraiser last night as a server?” Ryan asked, looking at his notes.

"Yes, I was walking around all night with app trays. I got off at two in the morning, so I'm sorry if I'm a little out of it," he said apologetically.

“That’s okay,” Jessie said, trying to calm the kid down. “Is it okay if I call you Killian?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he told her.

“You’re not in trouble, Killian,” she promised him. “We’re just looking for some information.”

“Okay,” Killian said, still jumpy.

“Do you recognize this woman?” Jessie asked, holding out a photo of Gabriella Silva on her phone.

He nodded.

“I don’t know her name, but I remember her,” he said.

“There were over a hundred guests at that event,” Ryan noted. “Why did she stick out to you?”

“It wasn’t so much her, sir,” Killian said, “but who she interacted with.”

“What do you mean?” Jessie asked.

“Well, all of us servers were told to pay special attention to the requests of the event organizers, to keep them satisfied at all times,” he explained. “One of them was this lady named Mrs. Cressey. I forget her first name right now. Sorry about that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jessie told him. “Keep going.”

“Okay,” Killian said. “I saw that Mrs. Cressey’s glass was nearly empty, so I came up behind her to offer her another drink. She was finishing up a conversation with the woman in the picture. I only heard the end of it. The other woman said something like ‘I’m getting exactly what I deserve’ and walked off. Mrs. Cressey muttered something like—and I’m sorry for my language but it’s what she said: ‘I’ll give you what you deserve, bitch!’ I kind of grunted in surprise. She turned around, asked what the hell I wanted. I told her I was checking to see if she needed another drink. She said yes and ordered two. I brought them to her but after that I steered clear of her.”

“Did you see the other woman again at any point during the evening?” Jessie asked.

"I don't think so," Killian said. "I feel like it would have registered with me if I had because of the drama and stuff."

“Okay, thanks very much, Killian,” Ryan said. “We’ll be in touch if we need anything else.”

Killian nodded, popped up, and nearly sprinted out the room.

“So that’s something,” Ryan said once the kid left.

“How many more employees do we have left to interview?” Jessie asked.

“According to this list, four,” he told her.

“What do you say that after we’re done talking to them, we pay the lovely Mrs. Cressey a visit?” Jessie suggested.

“Oh, are you thinking that we might want to talk to a woman who made a veiled threat against our murder victim about an hour before she was killed?”

“The thought had occurred to me,” Jessie acknowledged, smiling tightly despite the throbbing in her head.

“Are you okay?” Ryan asked, apparently noticing that her grin was forced.

“Yeah, just a little headache,” she said before quickly adding, “it’s not a migraine, I promise. I just need some sleep and a bit of food, and I should be good to go.”

Ryan frowned, concerned.

“We’ll get you the first when we can, but there’s no reason we can’t get you a bite right now.”

“My Prince Charming,” she said, batting her eyes. “Providing me with sustenance and accompanying me to talk to a potentially murderous socialite. How did I get so lucky?”

“Right back at you,” he replied, his cheeks turning pink.

If the next employee hadn’t walked in at that very moment, she would have kissed him.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

The infamous Mrs. Cressey’s full name was Janet Cressey.

On the short drive from the hotel to her house, during which Jessie popped two ibuprofen to go with the scone Ryan had secured for her earlier, Beth gave them the lowdown on the woman. Jessie opened the car window, letting in a little cold air to help refocus her amid her exhaustion and the dull throb in her head.

“From everything I can find, she’s a big social butterfly,” Beth told them. “She’s on countless committees and boards. She’s the executive vice-president of this one. But if I could offer an opinion, I don’t think it’s all about altruism with her.”

“What do you mean?” Jessie asked, intrigued.

“Her husband, Trent Cressey, is a financial bigwig but he’s under investigation for securities fraud,” Beth explained. “So far it hasn’t hit the news. My theory is that Janet is overcompensating, so that if and when this all blows up, she’s insulated from the bad press. I noticed that she never did any kind of charity work until a week after her husband was notified that he was being investigated. That seems awfully convenient to me. And if Gabriella Silva somehow found out about the investigation and threatened to spill the beans…well I’m just saying.”

“Good catch,” Jessie said, impressed.

“There’s more,” Beth said. “tell them what you uncovered, Jamil.”

“Right,” Jamil said. “I did some background research into Janet Cressey and found some old articles from a decade ago, mostly local weekly newspapers and online blogs. It looks like she and Nolan Silva were an item back then.”

“Wait, she dated Gabby Silva’s ex-husband?” Ryan confirmed, clearly stunned.

“Yeah,” Jamil replied, “and from what I can tell they were together for a while, at least three years. But then I found items about Nolan and Gabby starting to go out together about seven years ago and then a wedding announcement less than six months after that. It looks like it was a whirlwind romance.”

“So we’re thinking that Gabby might have stolen Nolan away from his longtime girlfriend, who still resented it all these years later?” Jessie asked.

“I just present the facts, Ms. Hunt,” Jamil. “You get to draw the conclusions.”

Jessie chuckled softly at Jamil, who was being the most Jamil he could be at this moment.

“Well, we’re about to find out about the credibility of these theories and conclusions,” Ryan said as they pulled up, “because we’re here. Great work guys.”

After they hung up, Jessie and Ryan approached the house, a modern monstrosity that was dominated by giant, tinted windows and steel beams jutting awkwardly into the sky. While it might have been a technical marvel, Jessie wasn’t a fan. Besides, she’d seen so many fancy homes in the last day that they were all starting to run together anyway.

Ryan pushed the Ring doorbell just after 8:30 a.m., and they stood there waiting in the still-chilly morning air. Jessie flashed back to the last time they rang someone's front doorbell just over two hours ago. That was when she'd made her unfortunate, tossed-off comment about kids opening presents at Christmas. Ryan hadn't brought it up since then, but she knew there would be a reckoning at some point. She hoped Janet Cressey would open the door soon, so it didn't have to be now.

“How long do we give her?” Ryan asked.

Jessie realized that she’d been lost in thought for a while and lost track of time.

“How long has it been?

“At least a minute,” he said.

“Ring the bell again,” she said.

He did. And then a third time, thirty seconds after that. When there was no response, he knocked loudly.

“She has to know we’re here,” he muttered, frustrated. “Between the Ring doorbell and the cameras all over the place, she can see everything that’s going on.”

He pointed to a camera above them on the porch and another mounted on a fancy lamp post behind them.

“You don’t think something happened to her too?” Jessie wondered, the idea coming to her for the first time.

Ryan paused for a moment to consider it.

“According to security footage, she walked out of the hotel at 10:07 last night,” he said, “which we know would have given her time to meet Gabby Silva at the parkette. But it didn’t occur to me to think of her as a possible victim instead of a suspect. Do you think I should try to get inside—exigent circumstances? I could scale that side fence pretty easily and be in the backyard.”

Jessie was debating the idea when they heard a bolt lock slide, followed by a second one. A moment later the door opened, and they were face to face with Janet Cressey, though she looked nothing like the photos they’d reviewed.

Unlike in the glamorous headshot on the fundraiser program that had been handed out last night, her brown hair was not in an extravagant updo. Instead, it was disheveled, covering half her face. It also looked clumpy, like something had gotten stuck in parts of it. She was dressed in sweatpants and a gray t-shirt that was three sizes too big for her. It appeared that she had either forgotten or been too tired to remove her makeup last night, which was smeared across her face, making her look a little like The Joker’s sister. Then Jessie was hit by the stench.

The smell of vomit wafted off Janet Cressey, slamming Jessie like a punch and making her gag. Suddenly she had an idea what was clumped in the woman’s hair. Cressey, bleary-eyed, seemed oblivious to her condition as she leaned against the doorframe for support. Jessie wondered if she’d just gotten toasted for fun or perhaps to drown out the memory of what she might have done to Gabby Silva.

“What?” she demanded sourly.

"Mrs. Cressey," Ryan began politely, "we're with the Los Angeles Police Department. I'm Detective Hernandez, and this is Ms. Hunt. We need to ask you a few questions."

“Later,” Cressey said, starting to close the door, “I’m not in the mood.”

“No, now,” Ryan said, blocking the door with his foot.

“What the hell?” Cressey spat. “Can’t you see I’m not in any condition to talk?”

"It's not really up to you," Ryan informed her. "Now you can answer our questions here at your home, or we can have you join us at our downtown police station, where things will get a lot more formal. Either way, we're going to have a chat. What's your preference?"

Cressey sighed heavily and pushed her hair out of her face.

“What is this all about?” she asked irritably.

“Where did you go after you left the fundraiser last night?” Jessie asked, speaking for the first time.

“I came back here. Why?

“No pit stops along the way?” Jessie checked, not answering the woman’s question.

“No,” Cressey answered. “I wasn’t feeling great.”

“Did you start feeling bad before or after you called Gabriella Silva a bitch and said you’d give her what she deserved?” Ryan asked simply.

Cressey’s brown, red-tinged eyes opened wide.

“I never said that!” she insisted.

“Are you sure about that?” Ryan pressed. “We have a witness who says different.”

Cressey paused, either trying to recall or debating how best to play this.

“I don’t remember,” she finally said. “I drank a lot last night, but if I did say that, it wasn’t to her face.”

“Why would you say something like that at all?” Jessie wanted to know.

Janet Cressey’s mouth twisted violently as she tried to stop the words from coming out of her mouth, but it was no good.

“Maybe because she is a bitch,” she blurted out. “She thinks she’s god’s gift because she won the husband lottery, then she goes and tosses it all away like it’s trash. Someone ought to put her in her place. Is it a crime to say that now? Are you going to arrest me for terroristic threats or something?”

“No,” Jessie said calmly, “but we might arrest you for murder.”

Cressey opened her mouth to offer a comeback, but then the words seemed to connect in her brain, and she closed it for a second.

“Wait, what?”

Jessie laid it out for her.

“Gabriella Silva was murdered not long after you left the fundraiser last night,” she said. “You had just threatened her, which was overheard by a witness. You have longstanding animosity toward her because of the whole ‘Nolan’ love triangle situation. Additionally, you were apparently anxious about your husband’s potential legal troubles. And you were clearly drinking heavily last night, which tends to impair good judgment. So you can understand why we’re here.”

Janet looked at her through watery eyes, and then without warning, leaned over and threw up on the porch. Jessie and Ryan had to leap back to avoid getting sprayed.

“What the hell?” Ryan barked.

“Sorry,” Cressey said unconvincingly. “Look, the way you put it, it sounds bad, but I swear I didn’t do anything to Gabby. She was talking smack about getting a ton of booty out of the divorce with Nolan. It pissed me off, and I might have said something. Then I spiraled a little. I had a few extra drinks at the fundraiser and started feeling crappy because of it, so I left early, before the thing even ended. Then I came back here and made the bad decision to keep drinking, which resulted in what just happened.”

“And the stuff in your hair, I’m guessing?” Jessie asked, pointing at the clumps.

Cressey reached up and felt her hair. It didn’t take long to find what Jessie was referencing.

“I had a rough night,” she muttered, “some of it leaning over the toilet bowl. I guess I didn’t always remember to hold my hair back.”

“That’s a compelling story, Mrs. Cressey,” Ryan said, unmoved, “but can you prove it? Is your husband home to verify your alibi?”

“He’s on a business trip in New York, talking to lawyers about the…troubles you referenced.”

“So what can you offer us that would eliminate you as a suspect?" Ryan pressed, this time from a safe distance, in case she reacted badly again.

“I don’t know,” Cressey said, rubbing her eyes aggressively before stopping suddenly. “Hold on, can’t you guys check with the rideshare driver I used or just look at the record of the trip. I was too toasted to drive home. He picked me up and brought me right here.”

“Your house is less than five minutes from the crime scene,” Jessie reminded her. “What was to prevent you from driving there after you got dropped off?”

“I told you I left my car at the hotel,” Cressey said belligerently.

“You’re a one-car family?” Jessie asked skeptically, trying not to let the woman’s attitude get under her skin.

That stumped her for a moment, but then another idea came to her.

“Wait,” she said. “You need proof that I was here, right? There are cameras everywhere. On the doorbell, above the front door, on the lamp post. There are another half dozen surrounding the house. Plus, there are a ton inside, even in our bedroom."

“Why?” Jessie asked before wishing she hadn’t.

“It’s not what you think,” Cressey said. “Trent is worried about the feds using a warrant to search the house. He wanted to have cameras everywhere to see where they poked around, including the bedroom. If you look at that video, you’ll probably find lots of footage of me getting in and out of bed to run to the bathroom when I wasn’t tossing and turning all night. If it helps prove I was here, you’re welcome to it.”

Jessie looked over at Ryan unhappily. If what Cressey said could be verified, it would eliminate her as a suspect and put them back in the position of having two murder victims in two nights and no good suspects to pursue. She could tell he was thinking the same thing before he turned back to Cressey.

“We will need to see that footage,” he told her, “all of it.”

Janet Cressey opened her mouth to respond, but instead of speaking, she threw up again.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

As she sat at her desk in the bullpen of Central Station, Jessie tried her best to hide how she was feeling.

She knew that setbacks were part of every case, but she hadn’t worked one in a while, and she was out of practice at navigating the inevitable ups and downs. And this was definitely a “down.”

With Janet Cressey eliminated as a suspect, they were at a low ebb. In just the last twenty-four hours, they’d thought they had their killer on multiple occasions. But one after another, they’d all alibied out. First Ava Martell’s husband, Harrison Buhner. Then both Nina and Rhett Kirby. And now they could add Janet Cressey to the list. As of now, they didn’t have another lead to pursue, no suspect to question. It was crushing.

The door to Gaylene Parker's office opened, and she waved for Jessie and Ryan to join her. Jessie heard Ryan sigh softly next to her and wondered if it was a sigh of resentment at being summoned by someone he'd once supervised. But other than that, he gave no indication that he was bothered.

As they walked over, Jessie glanced at her phone. It was 10:22 a.m., almost two hours since they'd interviewed Janet Cressey. And in the interim, they'd made no discernable progress, which they'd have to admit now.

Once they entered the office, Parker motioned for them to sit. Jessie, whose legs felt like rubber, did so happily.

“How are you doing?” Parker asked. “I know this is a lot more than you expected for your first case back.”

“I’m getting by,” Jessie said, which didn’t feel like a lie. “Definitely tired but otherwise good.”

“No headache recurrences?”

“Nothing like before,” Jessie replied, “just standard issue exhaustion and some serious frustration.”

“You’ll let me know if it feels like too much?” Parker requested. “Karen Bray and Sam Goodwin are wrapping up a case this morning so one of them may be able to step in if need be.”

“I’ll keep you posted,” Jessie promised.

“Well, you might change your opinion on sticking with the case after hearing this,” Parker told her. “I just got off the phone with Chief Decker and he’s very concerned. Obviously two murders of high profile women, using similar methods on consecutive nights has everyone riled up. He knows that you're doing your best and that you're sleep-deprived, but he's worried about another killing tonight and the firestorm that would cause. I'm sorry to put that extra pressure on you, but he said that if anyone can handle it, it's you two."

Jessie could feel her intermittent stress headache fire up again, though she did her best not to show it.

“We understand the magnitude of this thing,” Ryan said, “I can assure you that we’re not going to let up.”

“Glad to hear it,” Parker said. “So where are we?”

“Unfortunately, nowhere good,” he said. “None of our initial suspects have panned out and we’re back to grunt work. We’re checking everyone from the fundraiser last night, as well as the folks who attended the Kirby’s get-together, for violent priors.”

"We're also looking for other shared connections between Ava Martell and Gabriella Silva," Jessie added. "Jamil and Beth are reviewing all their service providers, from personal trainers to security company techs to gardeners. But as you can imagine, because they lived in the same neighborhood, there are a lot. Sifting through them for ones that feel relevant has been slow going."

"All right," Parker said. "Why don't I let you get back to it then? Your time is better spent focusing on that than explaining yourselves to me. Just keep me in the loop, please."

Almost immediately upon leaving the captain’s office, Jessie’s headache subsided a bit. They started back toward their desks when Ryan put his hand on her shoulder and rubbed it gently.

“Were you being honest about the headaches back there?” he asked.

“Almost completely,” she told him.

He didn’t push the issue.

“Do we want to check in with Jamil and Beth to see if they’ve made any progress in our absence?” he wondered.

“You go ahead,” she said. “I’ll catch up in a minute. I just need to clear my head.”

He nodded and continued down the hall. Jessie stopped at the very next door, which led to an exterior courtyard in the center of the station. She stepped outside and was immediately blasted by the cold air. She wasn’t wearing her jacket and didn’t feel prepared. She was about to go get it when she decided to suffer through the chill in the hopes that it might offer her some mental clarity.

The courtyard, usually full of people on food or smoking breaks, was completely empty. Jessie walked over to a wooden bench beside the one tree in the yard and sat down. All at once, the weight of the last day hit her.

In addition to her head, her whole body was sore from sleeping on couches and sitting in uncomfortable chairs during countless, long interviews. She was bleary-eyed from fatigue. She felt residual guilt over her thoughtless "kids at Christmas" comment to Ryan. And she realized that she hadn't had a chance to speak to Hannah in nearly two days. Suddenly, the cold didn't feel so energizing.

None of your self-pity will help you solve this case.

Accepting that reality immediately calmed her down. She closed her eyes and did her best to focus on what she’d come out here to think about: these murders. All this time she’d had the distinct feeling that she was running around like a chicken with her head cut off, following whatever lead landed in front of them without taking the time to consider its merit.

She tried to change that now by focusing her attention on what really mattered. She couldn't shake the feeling that something was off, that she was missing an important detail. She couldn't help but think that she had skipped a step, one that, if retraced, would lead her directly to the killer.

Jessie tried to cut herself a little slack. After all, she was rusty, not having pursued a killer since September. Of course, being out of the habit wouldn't be much comfort to a potential third victim.

She had to go back to basics. She was a profiler. It was time to profile the killer from a fresh perspective, independent of all the noise around her. What was motivating this person to murder these women? What hole in their life did it fill for them?

The obvious fact was that these women were both fabulously wealthy, though neither achieved their fortune through their own efforts. Ava Martell’s parents were TV stars. Gabby Silva had married well and divorced even better. Did the murderer view these women as somehow unworthy of their wealth? Did the killer think that they were more entitled to it?

That was certainly possible, but Jessie didn’t feel like the theory quite worked. There was something more desperate about these killings. She recalled that while nothing of value was taken from either victim, they were both devoid of cash. It could just be that neither woman was carrying any. But Jessie wondered if the killer didn’t take the money for a more simple, crass reason: they needed it.

If that was true, then she was looking for someone who coveted the victims’ wealth as much as their power. Maybe they had lost it and wanted it back. Maybe they never had it in the first place. She considered that perhaps she and Ryan should be looking for people that both victims knew who seemed to be doing well but were actually in dire straits. Maybe these murders were the result of a toxic cocktail of jealousy and desperation. Who fit that bill?

Jessie opened her eyes and stood up. She didn't have a suspect in mind, but she thought she knew how to find one. Hurriedly, she left the courtyard and rushed to the Research department, ignoring her frozen nose and fingers. When she stepped into the room, she found Ryan, Jamil, and Beth all hunched over computer monitors, unmoving and seemingly without purpose.

“I have an idea,” she said loudly to them all, making Jamil nearly slip out of his seat.

“What?” Ryan asked, running his fingers through his short, dark hair. “Do you have a new suspect?”

“Not yet. But I think we will soon.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Charlotte Stevenson did her best to be polite.

When Nina Kirby had cornered her at their house last night, she thought it was to commiserate over losing Gabby. And it was—for a while. But then Nina transitioned into talking about Charlotte’s work raising funds for various arts education programs. That was fine, as Charlotte was always happy to discuss her passion and potentially reel in a new benefactor.

But Nina turned out to be more interested in providing legal representation for the groups that she supported. And even though Charlotte made it clear that most of them already had legal teams, Nina had somehow convinced her to meet for brunch to see if she could offer more robust services.

That was why she was sitting at the Brentwood Country Mart at 11:45 on Wednesday, when she would much rather have been at home, going over the program for the new season of the Westside Youth Drama Conservatory. But these were the compromises one made to be neighborly. And in light of the painful losses of two friends from the neighborhood, this seemed like a small gesture she couldn’t justify avoiding.

She was already regretting it. After fifteen minutes of small talk, Nina launched into her pitch.

“I know you said that some of these institutions already have representation,” Nina said, “and I would never want to step on anyone’s toes, but let’s be real. Maybe some big firm makes sense for the L.A. Opera or the Geffen Playhouse. But some of the arts organizations you fight for are hyper-local and they should be represented by a local firm. Don’t you think that a smaller outfit like mine and Rhett’s would be more invested in positive outcomes than some giant firm that only cares about billing?”

“That hasn’t been my experience, Nina,” Charlotte said. “Everyone I’ve worked with has been devoted to the specific group in question and really taken the time to dig in.”

“I have no doubt,” Nine agreed, “but on some level these uber-firms are checking a box. That’s not what we’re about.”

"I hear what you're saying," Charlotte said, "and I'll certainly consider it, but I can't make any promises. Frankly, I'm surprised that you two, being what you yourself called a 'smaller outfit,' are willing to devote this kind of time to pro bono projects."

The expression on Nina’s face told Charlotte that the idea of doing this work free of charge hadn’t been on her radar. The woman covered quickly but not quickly enough. Charlotte knew this wasn’t going to work out.

“Well, like I said,” Nina replied, “these big firms can afford to take the hit because it looks good, takes the edge off the ‘shark’ perception that so many folks have of them. And Rhett and I would certainly be open to reducing our fees in order to help out, but I think you’ll find that having neighborhood lawyers fighting the good fight for you is worth the cost compared to faceless suits.”

Charlotte tried to be as diplomatic as she could under the circumstances.

“Nina,” she said, smiling sympathetically, “it sounds like you’re suggesting that we pay for the services of a firm with fewer resources instead of availing ourselves of the services of a firm who has a bigger team and won’t charge us at all. I don’t think that’s realistic. Almost every arts organization I fundraise for is a non-profit. Some are just scraping by. They can’t afford legal bills on top of that.”

As gentle as she had been, she could still see how her words injected a palpable desperation into her brunch companion.

“I understand,” Nina said, her tone plaintive, “but you see, we’re local. We just care more.”

Charlotte felt bad for her. The woman seemed to have lost the thread a little, though that didn't speak hugely well of her. If a conversation with a mellow neighborhood arts fundraiser flustered her, how could she handle the nitty-gritty of legal battles?

“I appreciate your interest, really,” she insisted, “but I want to be honest with you—I think we’re probably going to stick with our current representation. And I hate to say that and rush off, but I actually have a performance to attend by one of these very groups, the Brentwood Children’s Choral Ensemble, at 1 p.m.. I’m on the board and I’m expected to be there early, so I really need to be leaving. But I’ll take care of the bill on my way out.”

Nina looked briefly stunned, but then seemed to snap out of it. She shook her head vigorously.

“Don’t be silly,” she said. “I’ve got this.”

“No, I feel bad for having wasted your time,” Charlotte objected.

"Not at all," Nina said, pulling a wad of bills out of her purse. "I appreciate you hearing me out. I would just ask that you keep us in mind if your confidence ever wanes in these other firms. And, of course, we're available for any other legal needs you might have. We're always on call."

“I absolutely will keep you in mind,” Charlotte said, standing up, “and thanks so much for brunch. I apologize again for eating and running.”

“No worries,” Nina said, dropping several bills on the table.

“Okay, take care,” Charlotte said. She gave Nina an awkward kiss, grabbed her Veronica Beard black leather jacket and Hermes purse, and headed out.

She was halfway across the dining room when, against her better judgment, she glanced back. Nina hadn’t moved. She was sitting still, looking at the chair that Charlotte had left, a vacant stare on her face.

As guilty as she felt, Charlotte couldn’t help but find the sight unsettling. And though she would never say it out loud, the image reinforced her resolve. She would not be hiring Kirby & Kirby Law Partners anytime soon.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Jessie stared at the name on the screen, wondering if she had finally hit paydirt or just another dead end.

“What do you think?” Jamil asked, waiting for her to weigh in on the suspect he’d uncovered.

“It’s promising,” she said. “Do we have any word on a potential alibi?”

“Beth is looking into that now,” Jamil said, “but I wanted to let you see what I’d found right away.”

“That was the right call,” Ryan said. “So she lives right down the street?”

“Same street as Ava Martell and just a few blocks over from Gabriella Silva,” Jamil told him.

“And she knows both of them definitively?” Jessie asked.

"Yes," Jamil said. "Here are photos I found of them together at various local events over the years. You can see that they're often right next to each other. That doesn't mean they're close, obviously, but it seems clear that they at least traveled in the same circles."

“Now explain the backstory again,” Ryan requested. “You’re saying that she’s in financial trouble.”

“That’s an understatement,” Jamil said. “Based on the financial data I’ve been able to pull up so far, Kayley Wallace is bankrupt.”

“Because of her husband?” Jessie confirmed.

“That’s right,” Jamil said, pulling up a newspaper headline. “As I mentioned, her husband, Ron Wallace, was a member of the Westside Regional Council. But as you can see, he was arrested on corruption-related charges two years ago. He'd been pushing local contracts to businesses that paid him under the table, and he was siphoning money from the city coffers.”

“So they were already struggling financially?” Jessie asked.

“That’s the thing,” Jamil said. “The Wallaces seemed to be doing just fine. I don’t know if Ron just got greedy or what, but he started taking the bribes about five years ago. He began stealing city funds around the same time. He got busted two years ago, and the trial was last year. Their subsequent bankruptcy appears to be due to a combination of him losing his job and the legal costs for his defense. That money apparently didn't help much because he was convicted eight months ago. He's serving three to five years up north."

“And it looks like Kayley Wallace has been living a lie ever since?” Jessie noted.

“Correct,” Jamil said. “She sold their vacation home. She got a line of credit against the house. And she’s in credit card debt up to her eyeballs.”

“Meanwhile, she sees all her neighbors living the high life,” Ryan said. “I wonder what made her finally crack.”

Jessie couldn’t help but wonder if she had cracked. On paper, she seemed to fit the profile of the person they were looking for, but what would have made her go from scrambling for financial resources to murdering women who had them? It felt like a real leap. There had to be more to it.

“I’ve been poring over her social media to see if that can help fill in her location over the last few days,” Beth interjected, “but it’s not much help. She was active on multiple platforms until fairly recently, always with posts and videos highlighting her supposedly lavish lifestyle. But there’s not much at all this week.”

“I think it’s time we talk to her in person,” Ryan suggested, “and while we’re at, let’s put out a BOLO on her vehicle. Maybe we can track her down that way. I don’t want us showing up at her house while she’s off trying to take out another victim.”

Jessie and Ryan left Research and returned to the bullpen to collect their things before heading out to Wallace’s house. As they grabbed their stuff, Ryan looked over at Parker’s office.

“Do you think we should stop in and update her before we go?” he asked.

“Let’s hold off,” Jessie suggested. “No reason to get her hopes up until we know more.”

She didn’t mention her own doubts about this lead. Just because it didn’t all fit perfectly in her head didn’t mean Wallace wasn’t their killer. Jessie had been wrong many times before. She hoped this would be another one.

 

***

 

They were almost to Kayley Wallace’s house when word came over the radio that she’d been detained after resisting arrest when she was pulled over. The detaining officers also suspected she’d been drinking.

Ryan immediately altered course and headed to meet the patrol car that had pulled her over. They found her sitting on the sidewalk in handcuffs, next to her silver Bentley, with two officers supervising her. When they pulled behind the group, Jessie mentally noted what Ryan said aloud a second later.

“We’re only about a half mile from the parkette where Gabby Silva was killed.”

Jessie nodded as they got out of the car and walked over to the woman. Kayley Wallace wore an expression comprised of both anger and fear. She was wearing tan pants and a maroon sweater, and her brown hair was flying everywhere in the wind. Ryan knelt down beside her.

“Hi, Mrs. Wallace,” he said quietly. “I’m Detective Hernandez. This is Ms. Hunt. Do you know why we’re here?”

“Because I wasn’t nice to your cop friends over there?” Wallace spat, nodding in the direction of the officers standing by their patrol car.

Even standing a few feet away, Jessie could smell the alcohol on Wallace’s breath. From Ryan’s quick wince, he’d clearly gotten a strong waft of it too.

“No,” he told her, “you were pulled over on suspicion of driving under the influence. But as long as we’re here chatting, I’m also interested in where you were going while inebriated before noon on a Wednesday.”

“First of all, I didn’t admit to drinking,” Wallace slurred belligerently, “and second, you wouldn’t believe where I was going if I told you.”

“Try me,” Ryan said. “I can be a very open-minded guy.”

“Okay,” she replied, staring him down with glassy eyes, “I’m looking for a murderer.”

“Can you explain what you mean by that?” Ryan asked, impressively not looking shocked at the answer.

Kayley Wallace eyed him dubiously, but then seemed to decide to give him the benefit of the doubt.

"Two women I knew—from my very own neighborhood—were killed in the last two nights," she said. "You must have heard about it."

“It sounds familiar,” Ryan conceded.

“So then you get it,” Wallace said. “It’s got everyone on edge, and I thought that if I could find the killer, it would reassure everyone that they were safe again.”

“And you hoped to find this killer simply by driving around your neighborhood?” he asked, clearly trying to keep the judgment out of his voice. Jessie was impressed by the effort.

“I was looking for suspicious types,” Wallace insisted.

“Why not let the police do that?” he wondered.

She looked like she was about to mouth off, then stopped herself. After a long, boozy exhale, she answered.

“I need the good press,” she muttered.

“Because of your recent financial troubles,” Jessie suggested, speaking to the woman directly for the first time.

“How do you know about that?” Wallace demanded.

“Because we’re the ones investigating those murders,” Jessie told her, “and we’re looking at people who might have had a reason to harm Ava Martell and Gabriella Silva. To be honest, your name came up because of your recent struggles. It’s been theorized that maybe you resent the ‘haves’ now that you’re a ‘have-not.’”

To her surprise, Kayley Wallace didn’t get angry or defensive.

“I could see why you might think that,” she admitted, “but you’ve got it all wrong. Having a husband busted for corrupt acts that directly impacted your neighbors tends to sully your reputation. I’ve been persona non grata around here for months. So I had the idea that if I could catch this killer, it would get me in good again. I figured the only way I could get the stink of what Ron did off me was to tie my name to something positive. If I find the killer, I’m a hero, right?”

Jessie looked over at Ryan and could tell he was skeptical, but she was less so. To her, Kayley Wallace had never felt right for this. And as outlandish as her explanation was, Jessie found it more credible than the notion that this woman was their serial killer.

“Are you willing to let us look at your car and phone GPS data to confirm your whereabouts over the last few days?” she asked.

“That’s fine,” Wallace told her, “but I can tell you straight out if you want—I was visiting my husband. He’s in Wasco State Prison near Bakersfield. I drove up on Monday morning, saw him that afternoon, stayed in a local motel that night, and then drove back yesterday morning. So I wasn’t in town when Ava was killed. As for last night, I spent it at home with a Real Housewives marathon and a couple of bottles of pinot grigio.”

Ryan’s face had gotten increasingly despondent as he listened to her response.

“We’ll look into all of that,” he told her, “in the meantime, you’re under arrest.”

“For murder?” Wallace demanded, incredulous.

"No, for driving under the influence," he said, helping her to a standing position.

Jessie could sense the frustration emanating from Ryan and felt some of it as well. But a bigger part of her was relieved. Now that they could likely eliminate Kayley Wallace as a suspect, they could focus on finding the real killer.

The big question was whether they could get to whoever was doing this before they struck again.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

For the first time since starting college, Hannah skipped class.

She was already acing Psychology Fundamentals, which she found ironic considering how comprehending her own psychology often eluded her. Still, she figured that she could get the notes from a classmate later. Today, she had higher priorities.

As she walked back to the residence hall just after noon, she went over everything again in her head. She was still smarting from the failure at last night’s fraternity party and knew that once Finn Anderton shared the story of their encounter, her reputation would take a real hit. How long would it take for her to be known as the crazy chick who liked to make wild allegations against guys?

But she had to set that concern aside if she intended to find out who was harassing Lizzie. It was a small price to pay if her efforts ultimately ended in her friend being free of these attacks. That’s why she was doing her due diligence. Even though Anderton had made a compelling case that he wasn’t the culprit, Hannah still followed up.

She had spent much of the morning talking to people he knew, including students from his dorm floor, old classmates from Waterview High School, as well as ones here at UC Irvine. No one had a bad word to say about him.

Equally important, his claim that he and Daniel weren’t tight seemed to be borne out by former classmates’ comments, and all the information she could glean from old Waterview school papers, yearbooks, and photos. Even in their senior year lacrosse team photo, Finn and Daniel were on opposite sides. There was nothing beyond the circumstantial tying the guys together.

Hannah had decided it was time to look elsewhere and review any new evidence she found in an unbiased way, just as Jessie would. That meant focusing on what she knew to be definitively true about whoever was doing this. One certainty was that the person responsible for the vile notes and threats either knew Lizzie or at least knew of her. The harassment was too specific to her time at Waterview High to be a coincidence.

This person was likely stalking Lizzie too. They seemed to know her schedule well enough that they felt comfortable leaving notes on and under her dorm room door without fearing she would show up unexpectedly. They also knew where she parked her car, which was a good five-minute walk from her dorm.

Hannah considered going to the registrar to see if anyone had requested Lizzie's schedule but thought better of it. The harasser would know that would leave a record, and the registrar probably wouldn't give out that information anyway. More likely, whoever was doing this simply followed Lizzie around for several days. If they were committed to making her life a daily hell, then stalking her wouldn't feel like such a big deal.

It was that realization that had Hannah headed back to the dorm. She had decided that her best bet might be just to talk to Lizzie’s other on-campus friends, however few there were, to see if they had noticed anything. Lizzie might have been oblivious to someone following her around all day, but maybe someone else had noticed it and just not registered it consciously. Or maybe one of her friends knew that someone had a beef with Lizzie but hadn’t thought it was significant enough to mention to her.

When Lizzie got out of class, Hannah planned to ask her for a list of other students she was close to. In the meantime, she decided to talk to Lizzie’s roommate, Bellamy. They apparently didn’t meet each other until arriving at college, but that didn’t mean that Bellamy might not have noticed something worthwhile.

Hannah dashed up the stairs to the third floor of the dorm, walked down the hall to Lizzie’s room, and knocked on the door. As it was lunchtime, she wasn’t even sure if Bellamy would be in.

But to her relief the door opened, and Hannah found Bellamy Betancourt standing in front of her, wearing a sweatshirt with a kitten on it, pajama bottoms, and slippers. Petite, with short blonde hair and bright blue eyes, she looked more like a high school freshman than a college one. She was eating peanut butter directly from the jar using a plastic spoon that didn't look up to the job.

“What’s up?” she asked, her lips smacking as she tried to get the words out.

“Is Lizzie around?” Hannah asked, fully aware that she wasn’t.

Bellamy looked at the clock on her wall, which read 12:07.

“I think she has class until 12:30. I can tell her you were looking for her when she gets back,” she said, before adding with a snarky smile, “That is, unless you want to use that new-fangled texting concept to reach out to her.”

“That’s okay,” Hannah told her, not playing along. “Do you have a minute? I actually wanted to talk to you about her.”

Though she seemed surprised by the question, Bellamy shrugged and opened the door all the way. This was the first time Hannah had ever been in Lizzie and Bellamy's room without Lizzie there, and it felt almost like an invasion of privacy.

“Is she okay?” Bellamy asked, motioning for Hannah to take a seat on Lizzie’s bed. She plopped down on her own.

Hannah debated how best to answer. She knew that Bellamy was aware of the harassment. How could she not be when some of the notes were slid under and taped to the door they shared? But she also knew that Lizzie hadn’t confided in her roommate any more than she had to. It was too embarrassing. So she tried to broach the subject without violating Lizzie’s trust.

“So you and Lizzie have been roommates for a couple of months now,” she began. “How’s that going?”

“Cool, I guess,” Bellamy said ambivalently. “I was a little worried when I first moved in. I’m from Seattle and didn’t really know anyone here. But she’s been nice. Since she’s from the area, she’s given me some good suggestions for takeout and delivery places.”

“But you’re not super tight?”

Bellamy took another spoonful of peanut butter as she pondered the question.

“I mean, we’re not besties or anything, but we get along. Why?”

Hannah decided she needed to be more forthcoming if she expected to get any useful information out of this girl.

“Well, as you know, she and I have kind of become friends and I’m just a little worried about her with this whole issue with the nasty, threatening notes,” she explained. “I was wondering if you ever noticed anyone weird hanging out around her, like following her or staring at her, either here in the dorm or just around campus.”

“Are you like her bodyguard or something?” Bellamy quipped before seeming immediately chastened. “Sorry, that was obnoxious. I get that you’re just looking out for her. But I haven’t really noticed anything. I mean, you live on this floor too. Have you seen any weird people around?”

“Not really,” Hannah admitted, “but we live on opposite ends of the floor, so I wouldn’t necessarily notice someone over on this side.”

Bellamy stopped eating and appeared to consider the question more seriously. Hannah didn’t want to interrupt her thought process and sat quietly, pretending to take in the décor of the room. Bellamy didn’t seem like the edgiest gal around.

In addition to her kitten sweatshirt, her wall was covered with posters of what Hannah considered extremely tame pop culture iconography. There was one of the TV series, Fuller House, and another of the singer Lauren Daigle.  On her nightstand were family photos. Above the bed was a crucifix.

“I mean, there’s always a weird dude or two hanging out,” Bellamy finally said with disdain, “but then I usually find out that one of the other girls on the floor invited him up, typically without going through the proper authorization. Usually he’s just another student I didn’t know, but that doesn’t make it any easier when I have listen to their moaning and thumping through the walls, which are paper thin, by the way.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed that too,” Hannah said. “It’s a real adjustment.”

“That’s for sure,” Bellamy agreed, more animated now. “It’s hard to know if a guy I see on in the residence hall attends school here or is just some rando who walked in off the street. I swear, this place is so big that I’ll probably spend four years here and still only know ten percent of people.”

“I know what you mean,” Hannah said. “Did you go to a big high school?”

“No,” Bellamy said. “I went to a Catholic girls school. Our senior class had thirty-seven students. It’s been a bit of culture shock.”

“I wondered about that,” Hannah said, pointing at the crucifix, “you seem to have other priorities than partying the night away.”

“I’m a Religious Studies major,” Bellamy confirmed. “I almost went to a private Catholic college, but my parents thought I needed exposure to a different environment. They said I was too cloistered in my worldview, so here I am.”

“What do you think so far?” Hannah asked, trying to sound casual even though she could feel a strange tightness in her chest, as if her body was trying to tell her something.

“I’m doing the best I can,” Bellamy said, “but truthfully, I feel out of place. No offense. I don’t know what you believe, but I find all the drinking and casual sex a little much. That’s not why I’m here. I’m no party girl, like some people here.”

"I hear you," Hannah said, and suddenly she really did. The tightness in her chest faded away as she realized what had been eating at her. It was obvious to her now: Bellamy Betancourt was the one harassing Lizzie.

Bellamy obviously had access to their room at all times, making it easy to leave notes on the door. She wouldn’t need to go to the registrar to learn Lizzie’s schedule. She didn’t have to follow Lizzie to her car and parking spot because she’d probably gotten rides with her.

More importantly, it was clear that Bellamy was a “good” girl who despised bad girls. She’d admitted as much herself. The expression of loathing on her face when she talked about other girls in the dorm bringing guys back to their rooms was something to behold. Everything about how she presented herself—her clothes, her room design—reflected someone with a rigid personal philosophy, who didn’t have much patience with folks who were more relaxed in theirs.

What if she had somehow learned about Lizzie’s past, about the false allegation that she’d cheated on her boyfriend? How would she react to living with someone like that? Probably not well.

But how could Bellamy know enough about Lizzie's past—details like being called 'Eliza Do Everything'—to write those threatening notes? That wasn't common knowledge, and Lizzie wouldn't have volunteered it. Hannah was missing something crucial, some detail that would make this all fall into place. She didn't know what it was, but she was damn well about to find out.

She could feel her internal temperature rising and ordered herself to calm down. Getting vengeance against Bellamy wasn’t the priority here. Getting justice for Lizzie was.

Despite her best efforts, Hannah had a brief flash of herself grabbing the crucifix off Bellamy’s wall and jamming it in the girl’s neck, just as she had done to Ash Pierce with that knife two months ago.

But that wasn’t the answer here. There was another way. Still sitting on Lizzie’s bed, Hannah leaned over across the space between the two beds so that her face was less than two feet from Bellamy’s.

“So why did you do it?” she asked in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Do what?” Bellamy asked innocently, though her eyes betrayed her. They grew wide and panicky.

“Why have you been harassing Lizzie?”




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Bellamy’s mouth dropped open.

She seemed to be genuinely stunned. To her credit, she recovered quickly.

“That’s not funny,” she said, her voice quivering. “In fact, I think you should go.”

Hannah shook her head. She wasn’t going anywhere.

“I don’t think so,” she replied coolly. “I know it was you, Bellamy. I just want to know why.”

Bellamy stood up angrily. Hannah did the same, though she was more controlled. She kept her hands at the ready in case this got physical.

“I don’t know where this is coming from, but I don’t appreciate it,” Bellamy objected. “And unless you cut it out, I’m going to go to the administration and file a formal complaint against you.”

“You should do that,” Hannah replied. She considered stopping there, and just seeing how calling the girl’s bluff would play out. But then she decided to go further. If she was going to make the truth come out, she would have to take a risk. "And when you do that, I'll show them the footage I've compiled."

Bellamy paused for a second, processing the words.

“What are you talking about?”

"I decided to help my friend out," Hannah said, "so a couple of days ago, I installed hidden cameras in the hallway outside your room. Guess who I caught leaving notes on the door? And guess what happened when I got access to the long-distance security cameras in the parking lot? You didn't know about those, did you? You just focused on the ones close to her car. Admittedly, they’re not the best quality but they definitely show someone leaving a note on Lizzie’s car and that person was dressed in clothes I’ve seen you wear. Between the two, it should be more than enough to open an investigation, probably get you suspended, and eventually expelled. And while I’m no lawyer, this feels like a crime too, so you might be looking at a criminal charge.”

Bellamy sat back down on her bed and put her peanut butter jar on the end table. Her eyes were a mix of fear and resignation. It was as good as an admission of guilt. As she did, Hannah reached into her pocket and pressed play on the voice memo button on her phone.

“Why are you here?” Bellamy finally asked. “Why haven’t you already gone to the campus police?”

“That’s the right question to be asking, Bellamy,” Hannah said, sitting back down too and doing her best not to look at the crucifix on the wall, which was calling out to be used. “And here’s the honest answer. I don’t want to upend Lizzie’s life. She’s been through enough already. Finding out that her own roommate has been the one manipulating and terrorizing her? That could ruin her whole year, if not worse. So I’m going to give you a chance to make things right.”

“How?” Bellamy asked, not making eye contact, her chin slumping to her chest

“Thanksgiving break is about to start,” Hannah reminded her. “This would be a perfect opportunity for you to go home to Seattle and confess to your parents that it’s just not working out here. You gave it a shot but you’re not happy and you want to go to that private school you talked about.”

“What if they object?” Bellamy asked.

"You need to convince them," Hannah said firmly. "Your future depends on it. I have confidence in you. Once you're gone, Lizzie can get a new roommate. Who knows, maybe it'll be me. Her life will go back to normal, and more importantly for you, your life won't be destroyed by the terrible, hateful acts you engaged in. That's the best I can offer you."

Bellamy looked hesitant, so Hannah pushed a little harder.

“I can tell that you see yourself a pious person, Bellamy,” she said gently. “Let me ask you something. Do you consider threatening another student, especially one who views you as a friend, as living your faith? Is this what your parents hoped for you when they sent you to Catholic school? Are these the values they hoped to instill in you? Or would they feel that your actions are a desecration of those values? I worry that they wouldn’t be very proud of you today.”

That seemed to make an impact. Hannah watched Bellamy’s eyes moisten as she listened.

“Do you promise that if I do that, you won’t tell?” she finally asked.

"I do," Hannah said. "I won't tell the school administration, and I certainly won't tell Lizzie. But for me to hold my tongue, you have to live up to your end of the bargain.”

“I will,” Bellamy said. “I’ll go somewhere else.”

“Not just that,” Hannah instructed. “You have to answer my original question: why did you do this?”

Bellamy sighed. She started to reach for the peanut butter again but then thought better of it.

“Daniel Catalon, Lizzie’s ex-boyfriend, is my cousin,” she said quietly.

Hannah had to remind herself not to let her jaw drop.

“Go on,” she managed to say.

“Last spring break, his family came up to Seattle to stay with us,” Bellamy said. “He was depressed about Lizzie dumping him and explained about all the notes in her locker and the other stuff saying she was a cheater. I felt so bad for him.”

“Even though none of that was true?” Hannah reminded her.

“So you say!" Bellamy shot back acidly, and for the first time, Hannah could see where the venom to commit this act had come from.

“Keep going,” she replied as calmly as she could, realizing it was a tactical mistake to interrupt someone who was confessing.

"I saw the pain he was in, so I looked up the person who had done that to him," Bellamy explained. "I saw that she was coming to school here. I had gotten in, too. My parents really did want me to go somewhere different from what I was used to, so I figured I'd kill two birds with one stone by making them happy and punishing her for her betrayal.”

Hannah fought the intense desire to slap the girl across the face. Instead, she focused on getting information.

“But like you said, this is a huge school,” she said, confused. “How did you manage to become her roommate?”

“That was easy,” Bellamy told her with a tone of pride that was sickening. “I studied all I could about her online, then when it came to finding roommate matches, I did what I’m sure you did too.”

“I don’t know what that was,” Hannah said. “I was a little busy when roommate matching was being done and I was assigned one randomly.”

She didn’t mention that “a little busy” meant dealing with a crazy woman who had kidnapped her sister on her wedding night. It also meant subsequently nearly getting murdered by a hitwoman.

"Oh," Bellamy said, surprised that anyone would leave the process to chance. "Well, most incoming freshman were in a Facebook group where you could list your interests and find others who might be a fit. I made sure to match all of Lizzie's interests, from music to movies to sleep schedule and study habits. The algorithm gave us a 97% match. Then, when we talked on the phone, I did everything I could to win her over. It worked. She loved me. So we decided to pair up.”

“And she had no idea that you were related to Daniel?”

“None,” Bellamy said, clearly impressed with herself. “And once we were here, I waited a while before doing anything so that she would trust me. Then, when all this stuff started happening, it never occurred to her to look at her roommate, who seemed like a random but happy match.”

“Well, that’s very impressive, Bellamy,” Hannah told her, not lying though she couldn’t hide her disdain.

Bellamy picked up on it, and her face dropped.

“You promised you wouldn’t say anything,” she said.

Hannah reached into her pocket and turned off her phone before replying.

“And I’ll keep that promise,” she assured Bellamy. “Even though you are a truly awful human being, I won’t share what I know with the powers that be. You’ll be free to re-start your academic life elsewhere. I just want Lizzie to be happy.”

That last part was completely true. But the first part, maybe not so much. Hannah had decided that she would keep her word and not share anything she’d learned with the UC Irvine administration or with Lizzie.

But that didn’t mean she’d stay completely silent. Bellamy Betancourt was clearly ill. Anyone who would select her college just so she could insinuate herself into someone’s life and then terrorize her was a long-term threat to others. What was to stop her from doing something similar if she fixated on someone new?

No, Bellamy had to be dealt with. So, at some point, her new school would learn about what she'd done here. So would Bellamy's parents. They needed to know the truth if they were going to understand who their daughter was and find her help. Maybe they would all get a copy of the voice memo—edited to protect Hannah's identity, of course—that she'd secretly recorded. That would depend on how much of a fuss Bellamy put up.

It wasn’t the same as the justice she was tempted to dole out. That crucifix on the wall, gleaming brightly, was almost calling out to be weaponized, to be bloodied. But that was an itch that Hannah would have to leave unscratched.

Just then, Lizzie walked into the dorm room. She looked surprised to find Hannah there.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Oh, we were just chatting, getting to know each other better, isn’t that right Bellamy?” Hannah said.

“Uh-huh,” Bellamy agreed.

“Oh, that’s cool,” Lizzie said, satisfied,

“What are you doing back already?” Hannah asked. “I thought you had class until 12:30.”

“The professor let us out early for the holiday,” Lizzie said happily. “That was my last class before break so I’m officially free!”

“That’s awesome,” Hannah said. “We should have a celebratory lunch.”

“I love that idea,” Lizzie said, looking as upbeat as Hannah had seen her in weeks. “You up for it, Bellamy?”

The young woman looked over at Hannah, unsure how she should answer.

“Oh, she’s good here,” Hannah said. “Before you came in, she was telling me that she's got to get ready to head back to Seattle. She's got some major packing to do."




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

They had to wait for Kayley Wallace to officially alibi out, but in her head, Jessie had already moved on.

While the officers took Wallace in on suspicion of DUI, she and Ryan remained in Brentwood. This was where the murders had taken place, so it felt like as good a place as any to be right now.

They were grabbing a bite at a sandwich shop as they waited for Jamil and Beth to potentially offer them the names of some other neighborhood folks who had fallen on hard times. But Jessie feared that looking through local news stories and financial records wouldn't give them the full story of the dynamics in this little corner of Los Angeles.

“We can’t count on our Research team to provide the lead we need,” she said after gulping down a bite of her turkey sandwich.

“What did you have in mind instead?” Ryan asked.

“We need to talk to someone local, who knows all the gossip behind the bankruptcies and divorces,” she told him.

“Who did you have in mind?” 

“I say we go back to Nina Kirby,” Jessie suggested. “She’s probably got all kinds of inside dirt that we’d never otherwise learn. And now that she’s in the clear, she’ll probably be happy to share what she knows.”

“What about attorney-client privilege?” Ryan reminded her.

Jessie smiled.

“Obviously, she can’t share anything about her clients,” Jessie conceded, popping a french fry in her mouth, “but what about all the people who didn’t hire her? She might be open to discussing them. And then there’s the general scuttlebutt she’d know just from living around all these people.”

“It’s worth a shot, I guess,” Ryan said. “And maybe her husband will be privy to stuff too.”

“Now you’re thinking,” Jessie teased playfully. “So hurry up and finish that salad so we can get moving.”

“Ah, the loving words of my adoring wife,” Ryan said. “It’s like listening to angels sing.”

Jessie tossed a fry at him.

 

***

 

They walked into the office of Kirby & Kirby Law Partners just after 1 p.m.

Nina Kirby must have heard the tinkle of the bell because she came out of her inner office right away. The smile on her face disappeared at the sight of them. In fact, she looked stricken.

“Did someone else die?” she asked apprehensively.

“Not that we’re aware of,” Ryan told her, “but we would like to talk with you if you have a moment?”

“Why? I thought Rhett and I gave you all the information you asked for.”

“You did,” Ryan assured her.

“We were hoping for some information on a few other folks,” Jessie told her.

“Oh,” Kirby said, her demeanor softening noticeably. “Well, of course I’m happy to help in any way I can, as long as it doesn’t infringe on attorney-client privilege.”

“We figured you’d say that,” Jessie replied, “so we’ll steer clear of that area. May we come in?”

“Please,” Kirby said, waving them into her inner office, “just know that I may be getting a call or two related to various cases. If I do, I’ll have to take them.”

"We understand," Ryan said as they followed her back down the hall, past the open bathroom, and into the office where they'd talked yesterday. "Where's your husband, by the way?"

“Oh, he’s meeting with a client,” Kirby explained. Once they were all settled into their seats, she leaned in with the concerned intensity that Jessie imagined she used with her clients and said, “so how can I help you?”

“Frankly, we’ve hit a bit of a wall with this case,” Ryan conceded. “So now we’re just trying to get a better sense of the people in your community. We’re asking you this as a neighbor more than a lawyer.”

“I didn’t actually hear a question in there, Detective,” Kirby noted.

Jessie knew Ryan was loathe to share the direction of their investigation, which explained why he was beating around the bush. But they weren’t going to get anywhere if he wasn’t more direct. She decided to do it for him.

“Mrs. Kirby—,” she began.

“Nina,” the woman corrected.

"Nina," Jessie said, "to the extent that you're comfortable, can you tell us if any of your neighbors are in serious financial distress, the sort of thing that might lead to poor, even desperate, decision-making."

“Oh my gosh,” Nina said, sitting upright, “that’s quite a question. It almost feels like you’re asking me to inform on my neighbors.”

“We’re trying to solve multiple murders,” Ryan noted.

“I understand,” Nina said. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around the question. I trust that anything I tell you will be held in confidence and that you will verify it on your own so that it doesn’t get back to anyone where you got the tip?”

“Absolutely,” Ryan assured her.

"Well, the obvious person who comes to mind is Kayley Wallace," she said. "I know she's been having a rough time of it since her husband was sent to prison. She's a bit of a social pariah, though I don't think that's fair. It's not like she did anything wrong. Should a wife be held responsible for her husband's crimes if she was unaware of them at the time?"

“A fair point,” Jessie agreed, “one we addressed when we spoke with Mrs. Wallace, who like yourself, had an ironclad alibi. Can you think of anyone else who might fit the profile we described?”

Nina shook her head slowly.

“I’m afraid not,” she said. “Most of the folks I know here are decent, upstanding citizens. I’m not a detective, but have you considered that the killer might be someone who worked for the victims and resented their lifestyle or maybe someone from outside the neighborhood entirely, an interloper of some kind?”

“We’re considering every possibility,” Ryan said cryptically. Jessie could tell he was annoyed by Nina’s amateur sleuthing.

Just then, the phone rang. Nina glanced at the number, then back at them.

“Do you mind if I take this really quick?”

“Of course not,” Ryan said.

“Hello,” she said after picking up the phone. She listened to the person on the line for a few seconds before responding.

“I’m afraid I can’t really discuss that matter at the moment,” she said. “I’ve got visitors. Can I call you back when I’m done here?”

The response was brief.

“That’s right,” Nina said. “I’ll check the files and get back to you soon. Take care.”

She hung up and refocused her attention on them. It took her a second to remember where they’d left off.

“Detective, the truth is that I can’t imagine that anyone would harm Ava or Gabby for personal reasons,” Nina continued. “They really were both the sweetest. Not everyone was the most inviting when Rhett and I first moved here. But both of them welcomed us with open arms.”

Her voice caught as she finished her sentence. Jessie gave her a moment to regroup by changing the subject.

“Where did you move from?”

“Texas,” Nina answered, grabbing a tissue and dabbing at her eye, “almost two years ago.”

“Is that where the two of you met?” Jessie wondered.

"Yes," Nina answered. "We met back in law school over a decade ago. Neither of us come from money so we went to school while holding down jobs. I think that's why we appreciate what we have so much now. We're really blessed to have come this far."

Nina seemed to have mostly recovered, and Jessie was about to return to more probing questions. But a little sniffle from Nina made her decide to ask one more softball to let the woman recalibrate.

“So where did you go to school?” she asked.

Nina dabbed her eye again, looked up, and offered a thin smile. Jessie was about to return a reassuring smile of her own when she noticed something. Nina’s eyes weren’t wet. She didn’t seem to really be crying. 

“University of Texas,” Nina said.

“Oh,” Ryan noted. “Is that why your husband was wearing a UT sweatshirt when we stopped by this morning?”

“That’s right,” Nina said confidently.

A thought popped into Jessie’s head in that moment, and before she’d even had an opportunity to question the wisdom of it, she took a chance.

“I know it was probably hard to do this and still make ends meet,” she said casually, “but were you ever able to take in a football game? I know the Aggies are king down there.”

The question made Nina smile.

“We were able to go to a few, sure,” she said. “We got discounted student rates, so we took advantage any time we could.”

Ryan looked like he was about to speak up, but Jessie cut him off.

“Listen, Nina, we’ve taken up enough of your time,” she said, standing up quickly. “Detective Hernandez and I will be in touch if we need anything else.”

“Okay,” Nina said, standing up as well. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help.”

“That’s all right,” Jessie said, eyeing Ryan pointedly to let him know not to say anything else, “we appreciate your efforts. We’ll see ourselves out.”

She led Ryan out of the inner office. He looked like he wanted to ask her a question, but she shook her head forcefully.

“What the—?” he started to ask once they were outside, but she cut him off.

“Wait until we’re out of sight,” she told him, giving him a broad smile that belied the intensity of her words.

Once they had walked out to the street, where the car was parked, he tried again.

“Is it okay to talk now?”

“Yes,” she told him.

“So why were you so anxious to shut me up back there?’

“I was worried you might ask the wrong question,” she said.

“What question is that? You mean about the football team?”

“Hold on,” she told him. “I don’t want to get your hopes up yet. We need to talk to Jamil first.”

“Jamil’s hands are full looking at the financials of half of Brentwood.” He reminded her.

“I’ve got a new assignment for him,” Jessie said.

“What’s that?”

“Looking into the Kirbys.”

Ryan looked incredulous.

“The couple we’ve already exonerated?” he asked.

“Exactly.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

“You’re sure they don’t know,” Rhett asked for the second time, doing his best to ignore the bundle of nerves in his gut.

Nina had returned his call once Hernandez and Hunt left the office.

"Yes, baby," she assured him. "As far as they're concerned, we're cleared. The alibis are holding up, and they don't know about the other car. They actually came here asking for my help.”

“So what’s the problem then? Do I really need to do this?”

"I'm afraid so," she said. "I'm telling you, the way Charlotte looked at me at brunch, she saw right through me. It's only a matter of time before she tells people, and then our perfectly constructed life falls apart."

“It’s all falling apart anyway,” he said. “Both cars will be gone soon. We lose the house by the end of the month. We can’t keep up this charade much longer.”

“We don’t have to,” Nina told him, “just long enough to get out. But if Charlotte talks, we lose our head start. If you get rid of her, they focus on the serial killer terrorizing the community. Meanwhile, we use that old Tercel without GPS to cross the border. We’ll figure it out from there.”

Rhett’s hand shook as he held the phone to his ear. The manager of the restaurant who had let him borrow it walked by, looking slightly annoyed. He was obviously regretting his generosity.

Rhett couldn't believe how things had escalated in less than forty-eight hours. When he had revealed to Nina what he'd done to Ava, he was sure she would demand that he turn himself in. But to his shock, she'd offered him sympathy and support.

And when he told her about his faux pas with Gabby at the cocktail party, Nina had promised to smooth things over. But somehow, when that didn't work, his wife had followed his lead and simply eliminated the threat that Gabby posed. Now, they were so deep in this mess that the only way out was apparently to eliminate another woman who knew too much. It was all too crazy to comprehend. And yet, it was happening.

“I don’t have much time,” Rhett whispered. “They’re going to kick me off the phone soon, I can tell. But I’m so sorry about all this, babe. All I meant to do was change Ava’s mind. I can’t believe I put us in this position.”

"What's done is done," Nina said. "I know you were only doing what you had to do for us. We were in a bind, and you thought that was your way out. The same thing happened to me last night. I didn't go to that parkette thinking I was going to bash Gabby's head in. But when she wouldn't see reason, I noticed that rock sitting there, and it suddenly seemed like such an easy solution. It's terrible, but there's no going back after this."

“I know,” he said. “I just can’t believe it all fell apart so fast.”

"It's been falling apart for years, Rhett," Nina corrected. "But you do this, and we have a way out. Let me know when it's done. Then come pick me up and we leave this godforsaken place forever."

“I will,” he promised. “I love you, Nina."

“I love you too,” she said before hanging up.

Rhett hung up and walked out of the restaurant. He headed toward the used car he bought last week so they’d have some kind of vehicle if their other cars got repossessed. The crappy 1998 Toyota Tercel hatchback he’d driven here was parked in a spot across the street, just down the block from the Westside Auditorium, where the Brentwood Children’s Choral Ensemble would be performing.

He decided that was where he would do it. Every minute he delayed was another minute that Charlotte might casually spill the beans about their situation to someone else, possibly the cops. He couldn’t wait.

Besides, this way he could do it in the dark. No one would see him creep up on her with the steak knife he'd stolen from the restaurant. He wouldn't be able to envelop her head in plastic wrap, but that wasn't crucial anymore. This just had to look good enough. And he would never get a better opportunity than a darkened theater blasting with loud singing.  It was perfect, or as perfect as it could be, in this messed up situation.

He crossed the street and looked at his watch. It was 1:41. The performance wouldn't be over until 2 p.m. He still had time. He would enter the theater, find Charlotte, slice her throat, and be out before anyone was the wiser. Then he would go pick up Nina, and they'd leave town.

As he walked up the steps of the theater, he shook his head in shock at how far this had come. Everything was out of control. He and Nina had been so desperate to hide their financial distress, to maintain the illusion of success, that they had crossed a line he never knew he was capable of. And now, looking back, he couldn't even see the line anymore. That almost made it easier. At this point, he didn't have a choice. 

If Charlotte talked to a friend, or heaven forbid the police, the truth about them would come out, they’d become prime suspects and be arrested. Once the cops looked into their stories more closely, they would crumble. That was inevitable, but at least this way they would have a head start. They could drive to Mexico and reconstruct a life there.

He approached the entrance of the theater, trying to look as innocuous as possible. He plastered a ‘harried parent’ expression across his face as he walked into the lobby.

“Please put your phone on silent before entering the theater,” the bored-looking security guard at the door requested.

Rhett nodded, though he couldn’t comply. He didn’t have his cell phone with him out of fear it could be used to track his location. It was probably a good thing anyway. He didn’t need his phone ringing, drawing attention to him, while he skulked up behind his prey. As he glanced around, he refocused on his one and only task: to kill Charlotte Stevenson.

It was a bad plan, to be sure, but it was the only one they had left.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

Jessie could hear the skepticism in Jamil’s voice, even over speakerphone.

“So you’re basing all this on Nina Kirby saying the wrong mascot name for a football team?” he asked.

“You’re not a big sports fan, are you Jamil?” Jessie asked, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice and failing.

“Not really,” he conceded.

Ryan, sitting next to her in the car, looked doubtful too.

“What?” she asked.

“To be honest, I just assumed she wasn’t knowledgeable and screwed up,” he said. “I was about to call her on it as a joke.”

“I know,” Jessie said. “That’s why I gave you the evil eye. I didn’t want her to realize we caught her mistake. And let me assure you that no self-respecting University of Texas fan would accidentally confuse their mascot—the Longhorns—with the mascot of their in-state rival, the Texas A&M Aggies, which is what I called them.”

“It is common knowledge,” interjected Beth, a former college volleyball player.

“I get you knowing it,” Jamil said to his fellow researcher. “You’re a jock. But I didn’t think you were a big football fan, Ms. Hunt.”

"I'm not," Jessie told him. "But remember, I went to USC, as did my ex-husband, and he was a big fan. About five years ago, well before I found out that Kyle was a sociopathic murderer and that he was trying to frame me for killing his mistress, he took me to a big USC-Texas game. It was at the L.A. Coliseum. And let me tell you, those UT fans were hardcore. People covered in burnt orange from head to toe, paint covering their skin. I get that not everyone is like that, but you can’t go to that school and not know the mascot isn’t an Aggie. I guarantee you she didn’t go there. Besides, that’s not the only thing that made me suspicious. She was crying fake tears when she talked about how sweet Ava and Gabby were. It was an act.”

“I missed that,” Ryan conceded quietly.

“Well,” Jamil said, sounding contrite over the phone. “It looks like I owe you an apology. Your suspicions were correct. Nina and Rhett might have met at law school, but it wasn’t at the University of Texas at Austin. They both went to Southern Texas State. It’s a good three hours from Austin. And that’s not all.”

“What?” Ryan asked.

“We didn’t dive into any of this because we had already cleared them, but it looks like their entire lifestyle is a charade,” he answered. “They’ve been bouncing from state to state ever since they hooked up.”

“It’s true,” Beth added. “It looks like they’d set up their practice in one state, live lavishly for a while, and then when the money ran out, skip town, leaving a trails of bills in their wake.”

"It appears that's what happened here in L.A. as well," Jamil noted. "They were doing okay for about a year. But eventually, their incoming client list couldn't keep up with what they were spending. Now they're up to their eyeballs in debt. Records indicate that they are going to be evicted from the house they rent at the end of the month. Both their cars are on the verge of being repossessed. Their whole lives are lies."

“I get that she’s scummy,” Beth said, sounding reluctant to raise any doubts of her own, “but does that automatically make Nina Kirby a suspect again? I mean, just because they’re faking being rich doesn’t make her a murderer, right? She had an airtight alibi. GPS on her phone and her car verified her whereabouts.”

Hearing Beth's words made something click into place in Jessie's brain. She recalled how, after Janet Cressey was cleared, she got an undefined feeling that something was off, that she was missing an important detail. She had sensed that they were skipping an investigative step, and that if she could put her finger on it, it would lead them directly to the killer. Now she knew what that step was.

“That’s not quite right,” she said, thinking aloud. “We cleared Nina Kirby for Ava Martell’s murder on Monday evening. She was getting Chinese takeout food and then at that ‘Women in Law’ event. Witnesses and GPS data confirmed it. But we never cleared her for Gabby Silva’s death last night. We just assumed that if she had an alibi for one murder, then she was cleared for both. But what if the Kirbys were doing this together?”

Everyone was silent for a moment.

“Explain that,” Ryan finally said.

Jessie could see it clearly now and got the words out as quickly as she could.

“We confirmed Nina’s alibi for the night Ava was killed. And we confirmed that Rhett was at home the night Gabby was murdered. In fact, right around her estimated time of death, we saw him on the home video camera scaring off whatever animal was going for the garbage can. But we never checked the other way around, for what each of them was doing on the alternate night.”

“Wait,” Beth interjected. “We did check their GPS data from last night, remember? They were both home. Your interview notes even reference Rhett Kirby saying they were engaged in intimate activity.”

“Believe me, “I can’t forget that,” Jessie said. “But it must be wrong somehow.”  

 “I’m pulling it up again now,” Jamil announced.

They all waited while his fingers flew audibly across the keyboard. It only took seconds for him to find what he was looking for.

“No,” he said dejectedly. “The GPS data for last night definitively has both of them at home. Nina’s phone and car never leave their residence.”

Jessie couldn’t believe it. There had to be a mistake. She was sure she had figured it out.

“Hold on,” Jamil said suddenly. “Let me go back to the financials really quick. I think there might be an explanation.”

Again, Jessie, Ryan, and Beth waited in collective silence.

"I knew I saw something!" he shouted a moment later. "There's a record here of Rhett Kirby buying a used 1998 Toyota Tercel last week. He used cash, but the purchase had to be filed by the dealer."

"That car is almost twenty-five years old," Ryan said excitedly. "It wouldn't have GPS. Nina Kirby could have used it to go after Gabby Silva. Meanwhile, her phone and car stay put at home. Meanwhile, Rhett Kirby makes sure to be seen on their home surveillance video at the time of Gabby's murder to lock in his alibi."

They heard Jamil gasp over the line and knew he’d uncovered something else.

“What is it?” Jessie asked.

“I’m looking at Rhett’s location data from Monday night,” he said. “In your interview with them this morning, Nina said that Rhett was home watching Monday Night Football when Ava would have been killed, but we never confirmed that because we had no reason to doubt it. But that’s not where he was.”

“Where was he?” Jessie asked, though she was pretty sure she already knew.

“It shows him at National Veterans Park from 5:58 p. to 6:12 p.m., right in Ava Martell’s window of death.”

“Damn,” Ryan muttered. “I can’t believe we missed this.”

Jessie felt the same way but tried to focus on moving forward instead of fixating on past mistakes.

“We can rip ourselves to shreds later,” she said. “Right now, we need to get back in there and arrest Nina Kirby. And we need to find out where Rhett Kirby is. Can you do that, Jamil?”

“Not with what I have available,” Jamil answered. “This is all retrospective data. To get approval to access live GPS location information will take a while, probably time we don’t have.”

“Then let’s put out an APB on that Toyota Tercel,” Jessie said. “Remember, he’s already killed one person and he’s probably feeling cornered. Who knows what the man is capable of?”




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

 

Jessie did what she promised.

Ryan had insisted that when they returned to the Kirby & Kirby office, she wait outside until he gave her the all-clear to enter.

So she stood by the outer doors as he walked in, grabbing the tiny bell above the door to prevent it from tinkling. He moved quickly toward the inner office, his unholstered weapon at his side. Then he disappeared from view.

Jessie waited anxiously for him to return. As she did, she noticed that the door at the end of the hall leading to the bathroom, just past the inner office, was closed. It had been open both of the previous times they came here. Worried that Nina Kirby might be hiding in there with a weapon of her own, Jessie stepped inside, silencing the tiny bell as well.

Just then, Ryan left the inner office and saw her. He looked slightly annoyed that she was inside but managed to get over it and shook his head to indicate that Nina wasn't there. Jessie pointed behind him.

He turned around and took note of the closed bathroom door. Jessie unholstered her own gun and tiptoed closer so that she was right behind him. He indicated that he planned to kick the door in, and she nodded, ready to cover him.

He leaned back, then exploded forward, slamming into the door with his foot. It shot open. At the rear of the bathroom, standing on top of the toilet seat, was Nina Kirby. She had pushed open the small window above the toilet and was trying to hoist herself up to climb out.

“Stop,” Ryan ordered. “Climb back down slowly and turn around. Keep your hands above your head the whole time.”

Nina did as instructed. When she turned around, her face was frozen in fear. She looked less like a suspect than a potential victim.

“That’s not very lawyerly behavior, Nina,” Jessie said.

“I was in here and I thought I heard an intruder,” the woman said, covering impressively. “I was worried for my safety, so I tried to get out. Is there something wrong with that?”

“It’s time to stop the lies,” Jessie said as Ryan came over to pat her down.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Nina insisted, "and frankly this is bordering on harassment. I tried to help you, and all I've gotten for it are hassles and disrespect."

“She’s clean,” Ryan said, “but all the same, I think we’ll be cuffing you.”

“This is outrageous!” Nina roared impressively. “You’re about to have a lawsuit on your hands, Detective!”

Jessie studied the woman closely. It was clear that she wasn’t going to cave easily. And it didn’t help that they didn’t have all the facts yet. In order to shake her resolve, they’d need to come at her hard and fast. And considering they didn’t know where her husband was, the ‘fast’ part seemed especially important.

“Nina, let’s stop playing these games,” she said, as if she was already exasperated with her. “We know that your meeting with Ava on Monday went badly. Whatever happened, you feared she was going to reveal something that would undo the life you'd built here, so you told Rhett, and he killed her. My question is: did he do it on his own, or did you put him up to it?"

“You’re crazy,” Nina said, shaking her head. “I heard you suffered a traumatic brain injury and it’s clear that it’s still affecting you. This kind of allegation is truly sick.”

Jessie continued on, undeterred.

“We have the GPS data to prove it, Nina,” she said matter-of-factly. “In addition, we know that you killed Gabby Silva last night at the Hanover Parkette. Did she uncover some uncomfortable truth about you as well? After eliminating one person who got in your way, was it that much easier to do it a second time?”

She paused, as if waiting for Nina to confess. But she knew that wasn’t likely, so she pressed on, hoping that the accumulation of accusations would unsettle the woman enough to make a mistake.

“You took that used car Rhett bought last week, the one without the GPS, and drove to meet Gabby, but you left your phone back at the house so it would seem like you were home. And you beat in her skull with that rock, Nina.”

She was about to go on when she and Ryan got a simultaneous text from Jamil. She paused to look at it. It read: Rhett Kirby’s cell phone and car are at his house. Officers are there but getting no response. They plan to breach. No sign of the Tercel at the home. APB out with description of man and vehicle. Jessie looked up at Ryan, and he nodded for her to continue.

“You said Rhett was meeting with a client when we spoke earlier, but his car and phone are at home,” she said. “Where is he? Are you two planning to silence someone else, Nina? Are you that desperate to keep your situation a secret?”

Nina didn’t answer, dramatically pressing her lips together instead. Jessie sensed that the woman wasn’t going to give up her husband at this point and tried to think of another way to break her resolve. There had to be a point of vulnerability she was missing.

“Let’s move her back to the office,” Jessie said. “Maybe we can talk some sense into her.”

Ryan guided Nina back to the inner office and sat her in a visitor’s chair. As she adjusted herself in the seat, their phones buzzed again. It was another text from Jamil reading: No sign of Rhett Kirby at the house.

Jessie tried to control the desperation rising in her chest. Where was Kirby? How could they locate him? Her eyes fell on Nina’s desk, and along with it, her phone. She recalled the call that Nina had briefly taken in here earlier. At the time it had seemed innocuous, but looking back now, it was awfully cryptic, as if she didn’t want them to know who she was speaking with.

Jessie picked up the phone and hit the button to dial the last incoming number. A man with what sounded like a Middle Eastern accent answered, “Falafel House.”

“This is a restaurant?” she confirmed.

“Yes, Falafel House,” he repeated. “What’s your order?”

“I don’t have an order,” she told him. “I’m calling from the Los Angeles Police Department. Did a man just use this phone recently, possibly a customer? He would have been white, tall, with black hair.”

“Yes,” the man said. “He was on too long. Very rude.”

“Do you know where he went after his call?” Jessie asked.

“No, very busy today,” he said. “Is that everything?”

“One more question,” she said. “Where are you located?”

As he gave her the address, she said it out loud to Ryan, who punched it into his phone. Jessie thanked the man and hung up.

“It’s here in Brentwood, on Sunset, a seven-minute drive away,” he said, holding out the map on the screen for her. “Shall we head over there?”

“I don’t think we have a choice, although he could be anywhere by now,” Jessie noted before turning to Nina. “Where is your husband headed? Is there someone else you two are looking to knock off?”

Nina remained silent, but the question stirred a thought in Jessie's head.

“We should go,” Ryan pressed, “or at least send some units to that address.”

“Hold on a second,” Jessie told him, going over to Nina’s desk.

She scanned the area, then pulled out the lawyer’s daily calendar book and flipped to today’s date. Listed on it was one event: an 11 a.m. brunch meeting with Charlotte Stevenson at the Brentwood Country Mart.

“How did your meeting with Charlotte go?” she asked Nina, who flinched slightly at the question. “Based on your reaction, I’m guessing not very well.”

She looked over at Ryan.

“I think we know who the next intended victim is,” she told him. “We need to find out where Charlotte Stevenson is right now.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

 

 

“Are you sure?” Jessie demanded, raising her voice to be heard over the siren.

The voice of Charlotte Stevenson’s husband, Evan, came through loud and clear over the phone.

"I'm positive," he said anxiously, "she wouldn't miss it for the world. Now, please explain why you need to know. You have me very concerned."

“I’m sorry but I have to go,” Jessie said, realizing how awful it was to leave him hanging. “I’ll try to have someone call you back when time permits.”

She hung up and looked over at Ryan, who was swerving in and out of the early afternoon traffic.

“I couldn’t hear a thing,” he shouted at her. “Where are we going?”

“The Westside Auditorium,” she said. “Charlotte’s husband said she’s attending a children’s concert.”

“That works out well,” Ryan told her. “The auditorium is right up the street from Falafel House. We’ll be there in thirty seconds. Unfortunately, she’s not answering her phone. I’ve called a half dozen times and it keeps going to voicemail.”

"Her husband said that might happen," Jessie replied. "Everyone is asked to turn off their phones before the concert starts. It doesn't end until 2 p.m. That's not for another five minutes, so we may not be able to reach her."

Jessie looked at the backseat, where Nina was cuffed.

"Last chance to come clean," she said. "Tell us exactly what Rhett is planning, and maybe we can get the prosecutor to offer you some leniency."

Nina only looked away. For a woman who had been so chatty before, her embrace of silence was unsettling. She seemed to have sensed there was no way out for her, and all she had left was the hope that her husband might somehow escape.

Ryan pulled up in front of the auditorium, and they both hopped out. Ryan locked the door, leaving Nina in the backseat. They rushed up the front steps and flashed their IDs at the security guard.

“Have you seen this woman?” Ryan asked, holding up a photo of Charlotte Stevenson.

“Yes,” the guard said, taken aback. “That’s Mrs. Stevenson. She arrived earlier, before the show started.”

“Do you know where she is?” Ryan pressed.

“I haven’t seen her in a while,” the man said. “I assume she’s watching the performance.”

“What about this man?” Jessie asked, showing him a photo of Rhett Kirby on her phone.

“Yes,” the guard said, “he came in very late, maybe fifteen minutes ago.”

“Did you see where he went?” Jessie asked.

“He went in the direction of the theater as well.”

“If you see him, take caution,” Ryan said. “He may be armed and he’s definitely dangerous.”

They turned and dashed toward the main entrance of the theater. Ryan opened the door, and they stepped into the darkened space. The sounds of two dozen singing children, all standing on the stage in their finest attire, hit their ears.  Jessie grabbed his shoulder and pulled him outside again.

“If she’s in there, he’s had a head start in finding her,” she said. “Why don’t you begin searching at the back of the audience and work your way forward. I’ll find the backstage entrance and see if I can locate them from the front.”

She could tell that he was torn. The idea made sense, considering their time constraints, but he was clearly uncomfortable with the idea of them splitting up.

“Maybe we should just go to the crew, have them shut down the entire show and turn up the lights,” he suggested.

“We could,” she allowed, “but if he hasn’t found Charlotte yet, that might alert him to where she is. And it would definitely tip him off that we’re on to him. He might panic. And with kids around, that could get very ugly.”

“Okay,” he agreed, “but I don’t want you taking any chances. If you come across Kirby before I do, let me know. Do not engage him directly.”

“I won’t,” Jessie assured him. “Now get in there. We don’t have much time.”

Ryan nodded and headed back inside. Jessie jogged along the corridor next to the theater, following the signs for the backstage entrance until she found the door. She pushed it open and stepped inside. There were about twenty people there, all of whom looked deeply engaged in what was going on onstage.

Jessie moved quickly in and out of them, searching faces, hoping to find Charlotte Stevenson’s, but came up empty. She was just about to peek out from behind the side of the curtain to study the audience when she saw one older woman near the edge of the stage who appeared to be enjoying the show but was clearly not part of the production crew.

If she was a patron of the theater, maybe she'd know the habits of another one. Jessie approached her and tapped her on the shoulder. The woman looked annoyed to be yanked out of her reverie.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Jessie whispered, “but have you seen Charlotte Stevenson around?”

“Of course,” the woman said, irritated. “But not back here. She always sits in her reserved seat in the third row.”

She pointed to a particular seat, which appeared to be empty.

“I don’t see her,” Jessie said.

"Well, clearly not," the woman replied. "That's because she's not there. Now, may I please return to enjoying the show? My granddaughter is out there."

Jessie stepped away, perplexed. Had Rhett Kirby already gotten to Charlotte? He couldn’t very well have dragged her out of theater. Her seat was far too prominent to go unnoticed. Had he secretly pulled a gun on her and ordered her to leave?

“Ma’am,” someone said quietly behind her.

Jessie turned around to find a woman in her early twenties with glasses and brown hair tied in a ponytail. She was holding a clipboard and looked extremely nervous.

“Yes?” Jessie said.

“My name is Breanna,” she said. “I’m the assistant stage manager for the theater. I couldn’t help but overhear you. I don’t mean to overstep my bounds, but I recognize you from the news. You’re Jessie Hunt, right?”

"Yes, but I don't really have time—" Jessie began.

“I figured that if you’re here,” Breanna said, plowing ahead, “there must be something major going on. So I just thought you should know, Mrs. Stevenson always comes up on stage after the show to congratulate the performers. So she makes it a habit to leave the audience a few minutes before a show ends to run to the restroom, then come back around through the backstage entrance. That’s why she’s not in her seat.”

“Thank you, Breanna,” Jessie said, feeling a renewed sense of hope. “Do you know which restroom she typically goes to?”

“I think she uses the one just down the hall, outside the backstage entrance,” Breanna said. “It’s usually less crowded. You probably passed it on your way here. Just go right back out the doors you came in and turn left.”

Jessie headed back in that direction, calling Ryan as she went. In the background, she could hear the kids finish up and the crowd begin to cheer and applaud. She winced, aware that the noise might make it hard for him to hear the call. Sure enough, it went to voicemail.

“Ryan,” she said. “Meet me at the women’s restroom near the backstage doors. I just got info that Stevenson might be in there.”

As she opened the backstage doors, she started to text him too. Looking up, she saw the restroom Breanna had mentioned halfway down the hall to the left. Someone was just pushing open the doors to enter.

Jessie stopped texting. The person who just disappeared inside the women’s restroom was wearing slacks and black shawl covering their face. While that wasn’t inherently suspicious, the fact that the person looked to be about six foot one with broad shoulders was. Jessie broke into a run.

She paused outside the restroom and looked down the hallway, hoping to see Ryan sprinting around the corner. She had promised him that she wouldn’t take any chances or engage Rhett Kirby directly.

But if Kirby had just entered the bathroom and Charlotte Stevenson was inside, there was no time to waste. Charlotte could be dead before Ryan got there. Waiting wasn’t an option. Jessie unholstered her gun and pulled the restroom door open.

It took her a moment to process what she saw. Standing near the far wall, facing the last restroom stall, was the person she’d seen with the shawl over their head. They were holding what looked like a large steak knife and appeared to be on the verge of kicking in the stall door.

Jessie raised her weapon and opened her mouth to shout, but before she could get a word out, the person’s leg slammed into the door, which flew open. The violent movement made the shawl slip off their head to reveal the face of Rhett Kirby. His lips were twisted into a ferocious grimace.

A woman inside the stall screamed. Kirby took a step toward her when Jessie barked at him.

“Don’t do it, Kirby!” she shouted.

Hearing his name made the man pause. He looked over at Jessie, his confused eyes open wide. Before he could regroup, she continued.

“Drop the knife,” she ordered. “There’s no point in using it anymore. We know everything. Nina is under arrest. Killing Charlotte serves no purpose.”

Kirby turned to face Jessie directly. He was processing her words in real time, but still gripping the knife.

“I didn’t want to do it,” he said forlornly.

Jessie nodded, seeing an opening to end this peacefully.

“I understand,” she said, no longer shouting. “Maybe a jury will too. But to find out, you have to put down that knife right now.”

Kirby glanced down at the knife as if surprised that it was still in his hand. Then he returned his gaze to Jessie. His expression was impossible to discern, and he still hadn’t let go of the weapon. She couldn’t tell if he intended to surrender or charge at her. She decided to make the choice for him.

“Don’t do anything stupid, Rhett,” she warned, hoping that using his first name might help him snap out of it. “If you come at me, I have to shoot you. There are a dozen LAPD officers who will be busting through that door any minute. If they see you holding that knife, they're not going to have time to ask questions."

She had no idea how many cops were on their way or when they would arrive, but she figured it couldn’t hurt to put the idea in his head. And she was still hoping that at least one cop she knew well would be here soon. Rhett Kirby seemed frozen in place.

“Right now, you've killed one person," she told him. "You might be able to claim that it was a crime of passion, a momentary loss of reason. You were in emotional distress. All you need is one juror to buy it. But if you attack Charlotte or a member of the LAPD with a knife, you lose any benefit of the doubt."

Rhett’s hand was shaking now. She could almost see the gears turning in his head but didn’t know if he was seeing the light or giving in to the dark.

“Rhett,” she pleaded, “I know you love Nina, and she loves you. You still have a chance to see each other. But not if you do this. Do you want to leave her all alone in the world? That’s what happens if you make the wrong decision here.”

Kirby closed his eyes tight. Jessie caressed the trigger of her gun, ready for anything. Then, without a word, Kirby released his grip on the knife. It fell to the floor with a clatter, resting in front of his feet.

“Good,” Jessie said in what she hoped was a soothing voice, “now kick the knife over to me.”

At that moment the door shot open, and Ryan ran in, his gun pointed at Kirby.

“It’s okay,” Jessie said quickly. “Rhett has just surrendered the knife. He’s about to kick it over.”

Ryan didn’t take his eyes off Kirby as he took a step closer to Jessie.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I only just heard your voicemail.”

“I figured,” she said.

“It looks like you’ve got things under control here,” he said.

“Mostly,” she agreed. “How about you take him into custody, and I check on Charlotte Stevenson in that last stall there?”

Ryan nodded.

“You heard her, Kirby,” he ordered. “Kick the knife over here.”

The man did as he was told.

“Now get on your stomach and put your hands behind your back.”

Kirby did that too. Ryan moved over swiftly and cuffed him. Once he was secured, Jessie hurried past him to the stall.

She found Charlotte Stevenson standing next to the toilet, shaking, clutching her purse to her chest like a baby. Mascara tears ran down her cheeks. She looked terrified.

It’s going to be okay,” Jessie assured her. “We’re the police. He’s in custody now. You’re safe, which we should make your husband aware of. I kind of left him hanging earlier.”

Stevenson’s slightly loosened her death hug on the purse. 

“I just needed to use the bathroom,” the woman said plaintively, “and all hell breaks loose.”

“I know,” Jessie said, trying to comfort her. “But you’re safe now.”

Stevenson didn’t seem entirely convinced.

“My neighbor just came at me with a knife in the ladies’ room. Can someone please tell me what’s going on?”

Jessie sighed as she tried to figure out how to explain everything. Then she stopped, allowing herself a moment to recover. Charlotte Stevenson might be confused and afraid, but at least she was alive.

As far as Jessie was concerned, today was a win.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

 

 

Hank Costabile stood on the steps of California State Prison in Lancaster, letting the late afternoon sun hit his face. He rubbed his bald head happily.

He didn’t mind the cold or the biting wind, though it was causing goosebumps all over his thick, muscled biceps and forearms. Likewise, the hair on his massive chest, which seemed to jut forward independent of the rest of his body, prickled against his shirt in protest of the chill in the air. He ignored it. It had been almost a year and a half since he’d experienced even bitter weather as a free man, and he wasn’t about to complain.

His lawyer, Garth Catchings, a sweaty, heavyset man in his fifties, joined him on the steps and handed him a zip-up sweatshirt.

“I brought this for you,” Catchings said. “I figured the prison wouldn’t provide complimentary coats for inmates, even in this weather.”

“Thanks,” Hank said, grabbing the sweatshirt but not putting it on just yet.

“How does it feel to be free?” Catchings asked.

Hank pondered the question for a moment before responding. After all, “free” was in the eye of the beholder. Was he truly free if his good name had been sullied? Was he truly liberated if his future was in such limbo? Of course, he had a plan for that.

He stretched his arms to the sky, feeling the strength in his shredded body. He’d used the time inside to eliminate any remnants of his old paunch. He felt healthier than at any time since he left the Academy.

“It feels like the world was out of sync for a while, but now everything is right again.”

Or at least it will be soon.

“I’m glad,” Catchings said. “And I’m excited for you to get a chance to start over.”

“Me too,” Hank said. “And I know I have you to thank for that, Garth. I won’t forget it.”

“I was just doing my job,” Catchings said. “Besides, we’ve got to stick together, right? Remember, I was a cop too before I became an attorney.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Hank told him.

Catchings sighed. Suddenly, he looked nervous.

“I hate to bring this up, but there’s another thing you shouldn’t forget,” he said. “You got out on a technicality. If the appeals court hadn’t ruled that the trial judge erred in admitting that evidence, you’d still be locked up in that place behind you. This won’t be viewed as exoneration. Most folks will think you got out on a legal loophole.”

“What’s your point?” Hank demanded, getting annoyed.

“My point is that people are going to be watching,” Catchings said. “The media, the public, and lots of cops too—they’ll be scrutinizing you closely. You have some supporters, but I’d say they’re in the minority. After all, you were convicted of covering up an underage prostitution ring involving your supervisor and of attempted murder. People aren’t just going to forget that.”

“I understand,” Hank said through gritted teeth.

“I know you do,” Catchings replied. “And I know you’re also aware that while you were inside, everybody associated with this case has moved up in the world. Roy Decker went from Central Station captain to the chief of the LAPD. Ryan Hernandez was promoted to take his place at Central and only recently stepped down to focus on Homicide Special Section. And Jessie Hunt isn’t just a consultant for the department anymore. She’s a full-time LAPD criminal profiler now, with all the benefits that entails.”

“I thought she was on medical leave,” Hank said.

“She was,” Catchings confirmed, “until this week. I hear she solved a case just today.”

“Another feather in her cap,” Hank noted, unable to keep the malice out of his voice. His fists opened and closed involuntarily.

“That’s right,” Catchings said. “And even without that, remember that she’s Chief Decker’s personal pet. He loves the woman. She’s as close to law enforcement royalty as this city’s got these days.”

The thought made Hank want to throw up.

“Funny, I thought cops who put their lives on the line like I used to do were the real heroes.”

“She’s done that too, Hank,” Catchings reminded him gently, “as has her husband. Don’t forget, she and Hernandez are married now. They’re beloved in this town, especially her. And when they learn you’ve been released, they aren’t going to react well. So watch yourself. Try to stick to the straight and narrow from now on, okay?”

Hank eyeballed Catchings derisively. It was easy for this guy, with his $500 haircut and his fancy suit, to preach moderation. He hadn’t been wronged.

Besides, while Catchings had served him well as a lawyer, he didn’t know what he was talking about. Yes, Jessie Hunt was adored by the public. But there was a silent army of cops, public officials, and powerful players in city business whose lives she’d destroyed with her self-righteous campaign of justice for so-called victims.

They were quiet right now, but not because they were beaten. Rather, it was because they were biding their time, waiting for the right moment to strike back. And Hank Costabile was a soldier in that army. He was the head of the snake.

“Any other advice, Counselor?” he asked acidly.

“No,” Catchings replied, wisely not pushing the issue. “Can I offer you a ride somewhere?”

“No,” Hank said, “I’ve got a buddy coming to pick me up soon. And here’s your sweatshirt back.”

“Are you sure?” Catchings asked. “It’s getting dark and it’s already in the mid-forties. You’re not dressed for the weather.”

“I’ll be fine,” Hank muttered.

He didn’t mention that the fire in his gut was keeping him nice and toasty.

“All right,” Catchings said, extending his hand. “You have my card. Let me know if you need anything, and best of luck to you.”

Hank shook it but didn’t reply. Catchings walked down the steps without looking back.

Hank watched him go. The man had done good work, and it was clear that he meant well, even if he had gotten soft once he left the force. But if he really thought that former LAPD sergeant Hank Costabile, once respected and feared, now likely unable to ever work in law enforcement again, was going to let this go, he was an idiot.

Jessie Hunt had ruined his life. It was time for some payback.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

 

 

Jessie couldn’t help but sneak a little smile.

“What?” Hannah demanded, catching her sister’s grin even as she darted from the stove to the oven. “Why do you keep looking at me like that?”

“I’m sorry,” Jessie answered. “I’m just happy to have you back home. Sue me.”

“I live an hour away,” Hannah reminded her as she turned down the heat for the pan with the caramelizing mushrooms and onions. “It’s no big deal.”

“I know,” Jessie conceded as she sat at the breakfast table, watching her sister work, “but other than a single visit for Parents’ Day and that one time last month when you came home to do three loads of laundry, I haven’t seen you since you started school. Can’t a big sister be happy to see her little sister’s adorable face in person?”

“You’re embarrassing yourself,” Hannah said, trying and failing to fight off a smile of her own. “When is Ryan going to be back so I’m not the sole focus of attention?”

“He was just wrapping up the paperwork on the case we closed this afternoon,” Jessie told her. “He should be back any minute. But if you think he’s going to be any less over-affectionate when he gets here, you are sadly mistaken.”

“I’m seriously turning around and going back to school to spend Thanksgiving in the dorm,” Hannah threatened.

Jessie shook her head knowingly.

“I have it on good authority that your dorm is closed during the holiday,” she countered. “So enough with the empty threats. Tell me how things are going.”

Hannah added a bit more white wine to the pan and stirred it up before answering.

“They’re good,” she said. “Grades are solid. Most folks are nice. And I may be getting a new roommate after we get back from break.”

“Oh, why is that?” Jessie asked.

"Her roommate is leaving school, so she'll be solo," Hannah explained. "But we're friends, so I might switch rooms if they let me. My current roommate really snores so it could work out for everyone."

“That sounds good,” Jessie said. “Any news on the social front?”

“I just told you I made a friend,” Hannah replied, being intentionally obtuse.

“You know what I mean,” Jessie pressed. “You said that the long-distance thing with Chris petered out. Any possible replacements on the horizon?”

“No,” Hannah said, her cheeks turning pink.

“But…?” Jessie pushed playfully.

“Fine, there is one guy who annoys the hell out of me,” Hannah conceded. “I met him at a party last night and he was so self-righteous. It was infuriating.”

“But…?” Jessie repeated.

“But I was kind of a jerk to him, and I think I owe him an apology when I get back after break.”

“If you say so,” Jessie said. “You’ll keep me posted on any worthwhile developments?”

“Probably not,” Hannah told her.

“Fair enough. But generally, things are good?”

There was slightest pause before Hannah answered.

“All good,” she said.

Jessie sensed that might not be the whole story but decided that she’s pushed enough for the first night back. She’d hold off on any additional interrogations until later. She wouldn’t have been able to anyway because at that moment, Ryan walked in the door.

“Hello ladies,” he said, beaming as he walked over to give Hannah a hug. “How are we?”

“Good,” Hannah told him. “You?”

“Better now,” he said, stepping back to take her more fully in before jokingly adding, “you’ve grown so much.”

“Oh my god,” Hannah muttered. “You sound so old right now.”

Ryan cackled happily at the insult. Before he could make her even more uncomfortable, his phone rang. He glanced down, then over at Jessie.

“It’s Captain Parker,” he said. “She asked me to let her know when I got home so she could call us both to update us on the case status. Do you mind if I answer it?”

“Only after you give me a kiss,” Jessie insisted.

“Okay, that’s my cue to go to my room,” Hannah said as she quickly darted away. “Let me know when you’re done making out and talking shop. And don’t forget to keep stirring those veggies in the pan.”

She was out of sight before they could respond. Ryan answered the call as he leaned in to kiss Jessie.

“Hernandez?” Parker asked when she didn’t hear any greeting.

To Jessie’s delight, Ryan lingered on the kiss an extra second before answering.

“We’re here, Captain,” he finally said.

"Great," Parker said. "Sorry to bother you at home, but I got a few updates since you left the station and wanted to fill you both in."

“We’re all ears,” Jessie told her.

“Okay,” Parker said, “your research guru, Jamil Winslow, has been hard at work and re-confirmed the preliminary GPS phone and vehicle data from Monday night. Using that, officers were able to track down the suspected murder weapon that Rhett Kirby used on Ava Martell in a nearby dumpster. It was a glass vase with blood, hair, and prints on it. The lab is working to match all of that as we speak.”

“That’s excellent news,” Ryan said.

“Agreed,” Parker said, “between that and Hunt catching Rhett Kirby red-handed with that knife in the restroom today, we’ve likely got him dead to rights. Locking down a conviction on Nina Kirby might be a little tougher, but I think we’ll get there. Regardless, I wanted to let you know that I received a call from Chief Decker a little bit ago.  He wanted me to convey his appreciation for your hard work and wish you a happy Thanksgiving. He would have done it himself, but he’s stuck at some city council meeting for the next few hours.”

“Thanks for passing along the message,” Jessie said.

“And one more thing, Ms. Hunt,” Parker added, “unless anyone has an objection, I was going to remove the provision designation and clear you for full duty after the holiday break.”

Jessie looked over at Ryan anxiously.

“No objection here,” he said with a smile, managing to sound convincing, though she wondered if being put on the spot was impacting his response.

“Great,” Parker replied. “That’s all I’ve got for you right now, other than to congratulate you on closing this thing.”

“Thanks, Captain,” Ryan said.

“Happy Thanksgiving,” Jessie added. “And no offense, but here’s hoping we don’t see you again until next week.”

“No offense taken,” Parker assured her.

After they hung up, Ryan wrapped his arms around her and squeezed tight.

“I wanted to do that at the station, but you rushed out so fast.”

“Sorry,” Jessie said. “I wanted to be here when Hannah got home.”

“I get that.”

“Hey, are you genuinely good with me coming back?” she asked, “Or was that answer just for show for your boss?”

He paused before replying. When he did, it was with a shy, dimpled grin.

“Can I get away with saying that I’m getting there?” he asked.

“Is that because you’re still adjusting to reporting to Parker or because of me?” Jessie asked.

“The Parker thing is a nothing-burger,” he told her. “I wanted to step down as captain to focus on HSS. I recommended her as my replacement. Now she is. She doesn’t do everything the way I would, but that’s on me to work through, not her.”

“That sounds very evolved,” Jessie told him, not sure if she believed every word. “What about the part about me returning in general—are you good with that?”

When he answered, his eyes were filled with concern.

“I want to be fully on board, but I also want to make sure you’re back to your old self again.”

“Ryan,” she said, taking his hand in hers, “I think we both know that day may never come.”

He smiled ruefully at that.

“Speaking of, how are you feeling after all this craziness—really?”

“Not too bad,” she said. “No terrible headaches of late. No new injuries incurred during the case. I can’t always say that, so you know, baby steps.”

He nodded and kissed her on the forehead. She could feel the energy in the room change and knew what was on his mind. She decided to beat him to the punch.

“Sorry again about that ‘kids opening presents at Christmas’ crack,” she said. “I shouldn’t have gone there when I asked you not to.”

“Yeah, what was that about?” Ryan asked.

She looked up at him. His eyes were searching, borderline wounded. She decided to just be straight with him.

“I guess it was my anxiety leaking out inappropriately,” she conceded. “I have to tell you—I’m just not sure if I’ll ever be up for children. First of all, I feel like I’m only just now getting back on my feet after being out of commission for so long. Add to that, I’ve been battered and bruised so much in the last few years that my body constantly aches, and that’s without the headaches. I feel like I have some real physical limitations now and I’m not sure if my body is going to bounce back, much less how it would handle the challenges of a pregnancy. It’s a little scary.”

“Okay,” Ryan replied carefully.

“And of course, there’s the miscarriage too,” she said quietly. “You know, I still have dreams sometimes.”

“About what Kyle did to you?” Ryan asked.

“Yes, but also about what might have been if he hadn’t poisoned me,” she said. “About the life I might be leading now if I was already a mother. Sometimes I wake up from a dream and for a second, I think I am one. And when I realize I’m not, the ache is unbearable. I just don’t know if I could go through something like that again. It might break me.”

Ryan hugged her again. For a long time, he didn't speak.

“I understand,” he finally whispered, his warm breath in her ear making the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. “I’ll follow your lead. But just for the record, I don’t believe there’s anything that could break Jessie Hunt.”

She looked up at him. His eyes were wet, but not with sadness so much as pride. She didn’t think she could love him any more than she did right now. She pulled him toward her and kissed him, savoring the softness of his lips on hers.

Then his phone rang again. He ignored it. They continued to kiss. She could feel his hands running along her sides, and now it wasn't just the hairs on her neck standing up.

“What’s that smell?” Hannah called out from her room.

Jessie pulled away quickly and looked at the pan of veggies. Acrid smoke was rising from it.

“Oh god,” she muttered, “she asked us to do one thing. Now she’s going to kill us.”

She rushed over to the stove and moved the pan off the burner as Ryan reluctantly answered his phone.

"Hi, Captain," he said, "I thought we were done for the night. Is everything okay?"

He put her on speaker.

“I’m sorry to bother you again,” Parker said grimly, “but I just got a call, and I wanted you to hear the news from me first.”

“What is it?” Jessie asked.

“Hank Costabile was just released from prison.”




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

 

 

The clock struck midnight.

Mark Haddonfield was already asleep on the bunk bed in his jail cell. Had he been awake, it would have been hard for him to contain his glee because he would have pictured what was happening at that exact moment.

As Thanksgiving officially began, a brand new website suddenly became active. Simultaneously, dozens of push notifications were sent to a variety of media outlets and well-known conspiracy sites, announcing the existence of the new website. Despite the fanfare, the site, called Mark’s Manifesto, was surprisingly simple, containing only a title and text. Lots of text.

The manifesto described in great detail how Jessie Hunt had wronged him, why he had to punish her, and how he’d gone about it. Then, at the very end, it turned into a call to action, asking for someone to take up the mantle of vengeance and pick up where he’d left off.

In the upper right corner of the page was a counter, indicating every time there was a new visitor to the site. As of 12:08 a.m., there were fourteen visitors.

By 12:30, there were 121.




 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Stephanie Fowler marked the chart and happily moved on.

She was almost done with her nursing rounds for the hour and was looking forward to her 1 a.m. break. It was hard enough to work nights, but the night before Thanksgiving day was especially challenging.

At least the ICU was pretty quiet. Most patients were usually unconscious or so heavily sedated at this hour that there weren’t many requests. Of course, the tedium was sometimes broken when someone coded. In this unit, that happened every other shift or so.

She walked into the room of her last patient before break, nodding at Zeke, the security guard who was sitting outside the door, trying to keep his eyes open. There used to be a cop who manned that spot, but they’d made the switch about a month ago.

Stephanie glanced over at the patient lying in bed and, stunned by what she saw, dropped the chart she was holding. The patient’s eyes were open. Stephanie leaned out the door and whispered to the guard.

“She’s awake. Can you get Gladys—quick?”

Zeke popped out of his chair, glanced in the room to confirm what Stephanie had said, then, without a word, dashed off down the hall in search of the head nurse.

“Hello?” Stephanie said hesitantly.

The patient, a diminutive woman in her thirties with porcelain skin, black hair, an arched nose, and a narrow frame, needed a moment to focus her gaze on her. When she did, Stephanie noticed something she hadn't registered until now. The woman’s eyes were brown.

“Where am I?” she asked, her voice dry and hoarse.

“Um, you’re in the hospital,” Stehanie answered cautiously, before moving over to the sink to fill a paper cup with water and a straw. She had never been in a situation exactly like this before and wasn’t sure how best to handle it. Finally, she went with, “how do you feel?”

In response, the woman used her forearms to try to sit up. There was no way that was going to work, but she was able to move them enough to make the handcuff on her left wrist rattle slightly. She glanced down at it in confusion.

“What’s going on?” she rasped.

"Try a sip of this," Stephanie said, holding the straw to the woman's lips.

As the woman sucked up a tiny bit of water, Stephanie tried to think how best to answer.

“What do you remember?” she eventually asked.

“Everything’s fuzzy,” the woman answered slowly. “Why am I in handcuffs? Did I do something? Please help me understand what’s happening.”

“Nurse Fowler, please step away from the patient,” someone said from behind them. Stephanie turned around to find Zeke standing there. His taser was out. 

Stephanie did as she was told. The woman looked at Zeke, trying to make sense of his response, then turned to Stephanie again for help. She was at a loss, but Zeke wasn’t.

"It's pretty straightforward," he told the woman, no trace of sympathy in his voice, before turning to Stephanie. "Gladys is on her way. She just had to call the police first. Do you want to tell her, or should I?"

Stephanie didn't want to overwhelm the woman, but there didn't seem to be any easy way to convey the situation without doing so.

“Your name is Ash Pierce,” she said softly. “You’re in the ICU at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. You’ve been here—in a coma—for two months,” she said.

The woman seemed to be struggling to process what she’d heard.

“Why?” she finally asked.

“You were stabbed in the neck,” Stephanie explained. “You almost died.”

“I was stabbed?” the woman asked, seemingly baffled. “Then why am I in handcuffs?”

“Because you’re being held for the murders of at least five people,” Zeke growled at her, “and attempting to kill several others.”

Pierce looked at Zeke, her mouth open in astonishment, then at Stephanie. Her expression slowly turned from shock to one of confusion and fear. When she spoke again, her voice was shaking.

“Why can’t I remember any of that?”
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LEFT TO KILL (Book #4)
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LEFT TO ENVY (Book #6)
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LEFT TO VANISH (Book #8)

LEFT TO HUNT (Book #9)

LEFT TO FEAR (Book #10)

LEFT TO PREY (Book #11)

LEFT TO LURE (Book #12)
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LEFT TO RUIN (Book #16)
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ALMOST DEAD (Book #3)
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FACE OF DARKNESS (Book #6)
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THE PERFECT HOUSE (Book #3)
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IF SHE FLED (Book #5)
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WAITING (Book #2)
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STALKING (Book #5)
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CAUSE TO KILL (Book #1)

CAUSE TO RUN (Book #2)

CAUSE TO HIDE (Book #3)

CAUSE TO FEAR (Book #4)

CAUSE TO SAVE (Book #5)

CAUSE TO DREAD (Book #6)

 

KERI LOCKE MYSTERY SERIES
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A TRACE OF MURDER (Book #2)

A TRACE OF VICE (Book #3)

A TRACE OF CRIME (Book #4)

A TRACE OF HOPE (Book #5)
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